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SIGHT LINES


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 so badly 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.

I pick up the tail twenty minutes outside Boston.

Dark SUV, two cars back. It's been with us since the Middlesex Turnpike — I've changed lanes three times and it's matched every move, same gap, every time. Professional enough not to crowd. Not professional enough to vary its position. Either they're sloppy or they want me to know they're there.

I don't tell Beth. Not yet.

She's staring out the passenger window with her arms crossed, and I need her calm. I need to think. I run through what I know: the raid was at six, it's now seven-twenty, I have a mandatory debrief with Miller at nine which means I have roughly ninety minutes to lose a tail, get Beth secured in a location nobody knows about, and get back on the highway heading south.

I take the Route 3 exit instead of staying on 93.

The SUV follows.

Confirmed.

"You missed the exit," Beth says.

"Taking a different route."

She looks at me. I keep my eyes on the mirror. I watch her in my peripheral vision turn and look at the rear window. She doesn't say anything dramatic. She just looks, registers what she's seeing, and faces forward again.

"How long?" she asks.

"Since the Turnpike."

"How many?"

"Two in front. Possibly a third in back I can't confirm."

She nods once. Adjusts her seatbelt. "What are you going to do?"

"Lose them before we get anywhere near the safehouse."

"And if you can't?"

"Then we don't go to the safehouse." I take another turn, this one onto a state road through dense forest. Two lanes, trees pressing in from both sides, the kind of road that narrows your options and makes a tail obvious because there's nowhere else to be going. The SUV stays with me. Two occupants visible when I check the mirror. "There's a state forest access road about four miles up. I'm going to pull in and stop. If they follow me onto a clearly marked forest access road at seven-thirty in the morning, they're not being subtle anymore and we have a different problem."

Beth is quiet for a moment. "And if they don't follow?"

"Then we wait. Let them roll past. Give it fifteen minutes and double back."

I take the forest access road. Pull off the track into the tree line and cut the engine. Early morning light filters through the canopy but the road is empty in both directions. Beth doesn't move. I can hear her breathing. Steady.

We wait.

Forty seconds.

The SUV rolls past the access road entrance at low speed — almost drifting, brake lights flaring once as the driver checks the turn-off. Looking. Deciding. Then the lights disappear around the curve.

I count to sixty. Then sixty again.

"Stay here," I say.

I get out, close the door without latching it, and move through the tree line parallel to the road. Thirty meters ahead I can hear the SUV idling — they've pulled over, giving us time to reappear before they decide we turned off. Standard surveillance protocol. Wait three minutes before backtracking to check the turn.

I have less than three minutes.

I get back in the car. "We have two minutes. Maybe less."

I back out of the tree line, turn around on the access road, and accelerate back toward the highway. Then north, and I push the speed to fifteen over the limit because I need the distance and I'll deal with a state trooper if it comes to that.

Beth exhales slowly beside me.

"They'll figure out where we turned off," she says.

"Yes. But they won't know which direction we went after, and there are six different routes north from that junction. By the time they pick a direction we'll be at the safehouse." I check the mirror. Clear. "We're not going back that way. I know another road in."

She looks at me. "You've thought about this before."

"I've thought about a lot of contingencies." I ease off the accelerator slightly, settle into the flow of sparse early-morning highway traffic. "The safehouse stays clean as long as we keep the approach clean. Nobody knows that property exists in any system they can access. It's not in any Bureau database that's been active since 2019. It shows up as a decommissioned hunting property on county records."

"How do you know about it then?"

"I processed the decommission paperwork when I was a first-year agent. It fell through a budget restructuring — technically still Bureau property, technically not maintained, technically not anything. Just existing in a gap." I take the exit for a different state road heading northwest. "I came up here three years ago when I was first building the case. Before I had a team. Before—" I pause. "Before any of this."

Beth looks out the window. The trees are thicker up here, the light still thin and grey through the branches. "You were alone up here?"

"For about six weeks. Me and seventeen months of Richard's shipping records and a laptop that kept overheating."

"How old were you?"

"Twenty-three."

She's quiet for a moment. "That's—" She doesn't finish the sentence.

"What?"

"I was going to say lonely. But I think you probably preferred it."

I glance at her. She's still looking out the window, and she's right. At twenty-three I understood isolation better than company. The case was the company. Richard's paper trail was something I could control, something with clean logic, something that went where the evidence led.

I don't say any of that.

"Almost there," I say instead.

The unmarked road is easy to miss even when you're looking for it — a break in the tree line that looks like a deer path until you're twenty feet down it and realize it's wide enough for a vehicle. I take it slowly, branches scraping the sides of the car, the track descending slightly before leveling out into a small clearing.

The safehouse sits at the far edge of it.

Low, wood-sided, dark. It looks like a hunting cabin that hasn't been used in a season or two — which is exactly what it's supposed to look like. One main structure, a small shed around the back, a stone step at the front door. No visible light, no indication that anything about it is more than it appears.

I cut the engine.

Beth looks at it through the windshield. A long moment of assessment.

"This is either very safe," she says, "or a place where bodies get buried."

"Both, historically."

She looks at me.

"The safe part is the current application," I say.

I do a perimeter check before I let her out of the car — full circuit of the building, checking ground disturbance, windows, the shed lock. Everything clean. Nobody has been here. The lock on the shed is exactly as I left it two years ago, which tells me the Bureau's maintenance visits are either very careful or not actually happening.

I come back to find Beth standing beside the car with her duffel over her shoulder, looking up at the sky. Up here, even at this hour, you can see the shape of the clouds differently — no light pollution, no city haze, just clean grey October sky and pine trees and the faint sound of a creek somewhere below the property line.

"Clear," I tell her. "Come on."

The key is under a false stone by the front step. Inside: a main room with a kitchen along one wall, a table with two chairs, a couch against the opposite wall. A door to the bathroom. A door to the bedroom. Basic, functional, clean from the quarterly maintenance that apparently does still happen.

Beth sets her duffel down and looks around. Then she moves to the kitchen, opens a cabinet. Canned food, bottled water, coffee, basics. She opens the next one. More of the same. She checks the bathroom — clean, stocked with the basics.

"It's clean," she says, sounding mildly surprised.

"Bureau maintenance. Quarterly."

She does a lap of the place — kitchen, bathroom, bedroom — and comes back to the main room.

"It's fine," she says, and I can tell she means the safehouse and not everything else.

I show her the weapons locker — steel cabinet in the main room, combination lock.

"1947," I say. "Year the property was purchased. In case you need it and I'm not here."

Beth looks at the locker. Then at me. "You're leaving me a weapons locker combination."

"I'm leaving you every resource I can think of." I open it, check both handguns, leave one on the table with a loaded magazine beside it. "You told me Richard made you take a safety course."

"He did."

"Then you know what to do with it if you need to." I look at her. "You won't need to."

"You said that outside," she says. "Nobody knows we're here. You keep saying it."

"And I keep meaning it."

"And things keep happening that suggest otherwise."

I can't argue with that.

I sit at the kitchen table. "Come sit down. I need to go through the rules before I leave."

She sits across from me — the same small table, two chairs, the gun between us — and I go through everything. Burner phone, two numbers: mine and Miller's. No calls on her personal cell. No digital communication using her real name. Windows closed, curtains drawn. Don't answer the door for anyone. The weapons locker combination. The vehicle in the shed — keys hanging inside the cabinet door — if she needs to move fast and can't reach me.

"If you can't reach me," I say, "call Miller directly. His number is already in the burner."

Beth watches me steadily. "Not Sofia."

"Not Sofia."

She holds my gaze. Waiting for the explanation she's owed.

"The photo from the parking garage," I say. "Sofia, three days ago, meeting with an unidentified contact. Right after the warrant was approved, right before the raid." I watch her face. "The warrant approval was compartmentalized — only a handful of people knew the exact moment it cleared. Sofia was one of them."

"You think she sold the operation."

"I think she had access, opportunity, and I can't find an innocent explanation for that photo that holds up." I look at the table. "Eighteen months. She was in every briefing, every strategy session, every communication with Kozlov's team. If she wanted to feed information to Richard's people, she had every means to do it."

Beth is quiet for a moment. "That must be—"

"Don't." I say it quietly, not harshly. "I don't want to talk about what it is right now. I need to stay focused."

She nods. Understands. Moves on.

"Miller," she says. "You're certain about him."

"As certain as I can be about anyone right now." I lean back slightly. "The operation failing cost Miller everything — twenty-two years of case record, his unit's credibility, a warrant he personally signed off on. If he was feeding information to Richard, he was burning his own career to do it. That's possible. People do worse for money. But his reaction this morning was—" I pause, replaying the call in my head. "It wasn't performed. I know what Miller sounds like when he's in control versus when he's not. This morning he was not.

"Whereas Sofia."

"Whereas Sofia was exactly calm enough." I stand, check my watch. I have a twelve-minute window before I'm late. "She knew what she'd find in that container. She already knew it was empty."

Beth absorbs this. Her expression doesn't show alarm, just the same careful processing I've come to recognize. "So you walk into that briefing," she says slowly, "and Sofia is in that room."

"Yes."

"And you can't let her know you suspect her."

"No. The moment she knows I'm looking at her, anything she hasn't already passed to Richard's people disappears. Any communication, any evidence of contact, any lead I might be able to trace — gone." I move to the kitchen counter, straighten my jacket, run through the mental inventory of what I'm walking into. "I treat her exactly as I always have. I let her think we're operating the same way we've always operated."

"And Miller knows none of this."

"Not yet. I'll brief him privately, away from the team, once I've had eyes on Sofia in that room." I look at Beth. "Miller is the only person I can bring this to right now. Which means this conversation — what I just told you about Sofia — doesn't exist until I've talked to him first."

"Understood."

"I mean that."

"I know you do." She meets my eyes. "Chase. I cloned your father's phone while he slept six inches away from me. I understand the difference between what you know and what you say."

She's right. She's demonstrated that more than once. I need to stop treating her like someone who needs protecting from information and start treating her like what she actually is — the most reliable person I have left.

"Thornton," I say. "If you have to move and you can't reach me or Miller — there's a town about forty minutes north. Main road, diner called Patty's. Go there. Order coffee. Wait."

"That's a thin contingency plan."

"It's all I've got." I check my watch again. "Is there anything else you need before I go?"

Beth looks at the table. The gun. The burner. The coffee neither of us thought to actually make. Then she looks up.

"Tell me honestly," she says. "What are we actually working with now? Not what you'd say in a briefing. What's actually true."

I owe her this. She's earned the unfiltered version three times over.

"The case is functionally destroyed," I say. "Empty container means no physical evidence, no victims recovered, nothing to corroborate the phone data. Richard is in Grand Cayman — beyond our reach, lawyered up, and his legal team will argue the phone evidence was obtained illegally. Kozlov is in custody and not talking, but he doesn't know yet that Richard left him. When he finds out—" I pause. "That might be the only thread we have left. A man who just realized the person he was protecting walked onto a private jet and left him to face federal charges alone tends to reconsider his options."

"So Kozlov is the path forward."

"Kozlov is the only door still open." I hold her gaze. "Which is why I need to get into that briefing and make sure Miller puts pressure on him before Richard's lawyers find a way to interfere."

Beth nods. Slow, considering. "And the mole. If it is Sofia—"

"Then I need evidence before I can move on her. A photo of her in a parking garage isn't enough. I need to know who she met, what she gave them, and how long it's been going on." I pick up my keys. "All of which I can't get from up here."

She stands when I do. We're close in the small kitchen without quite meaning to be, and everything between us is unresolved and I'm about to walk out the door anyway.

"Will you check in?" she says.

"Every two hours. If you don't hear from me in three, call Miller." I meet her eyes. "Don't call anyone else. Don't open that door. Don't—"

"Chase." The way she says it stops me. "I know."

I nod.

I kiss her. Hard, one hand in her hair, pressing her back against the kitchen counter. She grabs the front of my shirt and pulls me closer and for about five seconds nothing else exists. Then I make myself stop.

"I have to go," I say.

"Lock the door behind me."

"It'll be locked before you reach the car."

I walk out.

The dead bolt turns with a solid mechanical click before I've taken four steps.

I'm on the southbound highway at eight-eleven. The briefing is at nine. Forty-nine minutes.

I have the window down two inches despite the cold, needing the air. The morning is too bright. Every detail registering with unnecessary clarity — the painted line on the highway, a crow on a guardrail, the way my hands look on the steering wheel.

I run through Sofia.

Eighteen months. She came onto the case six months after I started building it — the Bureau assigned her when the investigation got formally opened and I moved from solo development to active case status. I didn't choose her. Miller assigned her and I accepted it because I didn't have grounds to push back and she was good. She was technically excellent, methodical, the kind of agent who doesn't miss things.

Which is exactly the profile of someone who could run a parallel operation inside an investigation without leaving obvious traces.

I think about every briefing. Every communication. Every moment she was in the room when details were discussed that Richard's people would have benefited from knowing.

The warrant approval — three days before the raid. She was in Miller's office when it cleared. She was the one who confirmed the container tracking to the full team. She was running dock surveillance the night of the raid, which meant she was positioned to communicate timing to anyone monitoring the operation from outside.

She was also the first person to suggest the parking garage photo might be a frame job.

Think it's just Richard being paranoid. Get some rest. That's what she said when I flagged the alternative routing note in the phone data. The one thing that could have made us pause, reassess, consider that the container might be a decoy.

Get some rest.

My phone buzzes. Miller.

"Tell me you're on the highway," he says.

"Forty-seven minutes out."

"Good. It's a mess in here. DA Vance is already talking about independent review and Reeves is filing an incident report on the tactical execution." A pause. "The container situation is going to require a full accounting."

"I know."

"Where's your source? Collins?"

"Secured. I'll brief you on that separately — not in the group debrief."

Silence for a second. "Separately as in privately."

"Yes."

"You have something you don't want in the room."

"I have something I don't want in the room yet," I say. "Give me five minutes before the briefing starts."

Another pause. Longer. Miller is twenty-two years into this job and he knows what it means when an agent asks for five minutes before a full-team debrief. He knows it means someone in that room is a problem.

"My office," he says. "Eight fifty-five."

"I'll be there."

He hangs up.

I drive. The city appears on the horizon in pieces — first the distant suggestion of it, then the skyline, then the highway widening as traffic builds toward morning rush. I let the familiar approach of Boston do whatever it does to my thinking, which is sharpen it. I was born in this city. I know how it works. I know how Richard worked inside it, how he built a legitimate face over whatever was underneath, how he made people trust him.

Sofia had eighteen months to learn how I work.

I'm going to need to be more careful than I've ever been.

I take the exit for the Federal Building and drive the last eight minutes thinking about how to say what I need to say to Miller in five minutes without being wrong.

Because if I'm wrong about Sofia, I'm accusing my partner of treason based on a photograph and a pattern of behavior I'm reading through the lens of a failed operation and no sleep.

And if I'm right about Sofia, then everything I say in the next five minutes will determine whether we can still salvage anything from eighteen months of work and one dead informant and a container that was supposed to hold people who needed saving and was empty instead.

I pull into the parking garage.

Eight fifty-two.

I sit in the car for thirty seconds and find whatever version of myself can walk into that building and do this correctly.

Then I get out.


QUIET SIGNALS


Miller's office is on the fourth floor, corner position. Clean desk, two monitors, a whiteboard with the remains of a case map that someone started erasing and gave up on. He's standing when I come in, not sitting, which means he's been on his feet since the raid and hasn't stopped.

He looks at me for a moment. Then he closes the door.

"You look like hell," he says.

"Long morning."

"Sit down."

"I'm fine standing."

accepts that and moves behind his desk, not sitting either. He checks his watch — eight fifty-six — and looks at me.

"Four minutes," he says. "Talk."

"The parking garage photo," I say. "Sofia, three days ago, unknown contact, forty-eight hours after warrant approval. I've been sitting with it since the raid and I can't construct an innocent explanation that holds."

Miller is very still.

"She was in every briefing," I continue. "Every detail, every communication with Kozlov's team. She confirmed the container tracking to the full team on Wednesday. She was running dock surveillance during the raid — positioned to communicate timing to anyone who needed it." I keep my voice even. "And when I flagged the alternative routing note in the phone data, she told me I was being paranoid. Get some rest. Those were her exact words."

Miller is quiet for a long moment. His expression doesn't give much — it never does — but I can see him getting to the same place I got to hours ago.

"That's circumstantial," he says finally.

"I know."

"The photo alone—"

"Isn't enough. I know that too." I hold his gaze. "But you asked me to talk, so I'm talking. I'm not filing a formal complaint. I'm telling you what I see and asking you to factor it into how today runs."

Miller looks at the whiteboard. The erased case map. Whatever was there before is gone now, just faint ghost lines where the marker used to be.

"If you're right," he says carefully, "then she knows the case is blown. She's not going to hand us anything further. The question is whether she'll run or sit tight and play it out."

"She'll sit tight," I say. "Running confirms it. She's too smart for that."

"Which means she'll be in that room in—" he checks his watch "—three minutes. Acting exactly as she should."

"Yes."

"And you need to do the same."

"Yes."

Another pause. "Your source. Collins."

"Secured."

"I need a location, Chase. If she's a material witness and something happens to her—"

"She's safe." I keep my voice even. "I'll maintain contact. If her situation changes I'll notify you immediately. But I'm not putting her location in any system or any communication until I know the scope of what was compromised." I hold his gaze. "If Sofia had access to operational communications — and she did — then I don't know what else she had access to. I'm not taking that risk."

Miller looks at me for a long moment. I can see him weighing it — the logic against the instinct to push, twenty-two years of experience telling him I'm not wrong.

"All right," he says finally. "But Chase — if she's in danger—"

"I'll handle it."

He nods once. Then: "In that room. You treat Sofia the same way you've treated her every other morning. You give her nothing."

"Understood."

"We do this quietly. Internally. No formal flag until I have something that holds up." He moves toward the door. "Come on."

The conference room is on the same floor, glass-walled, the blinds half-drawn. I can see the shapes of people through the frosted lower panels before I walk in — Reeves standing by the far wall, DA Vance seated at the table with a legal pad, two tactical leads whose names I know but rarely use. And Sofia, at the near end of the table, coffee in hand, looking exactly as she always looks after an operation goes sideways.

Controlled. Regrouping. Professionally unhappy in the measured way that says she's already thinking three steps ahead.

She looks up when I come in.

"Chase." Her expression moves into something that reads as concern. "Are you all right? I've been trying to reach you since the raid."

"I was handling source protection." I move to a chair across the table. Not beside her. Across. "I'll fill you in."

Her eyes track the choice of seat. Register it. Her expression doesn't change.

Miller comes in behind me, closes the door, and the room goes quiet the way rooms do when everyone knows what's coming.

"All right," Miller says. "Let's go through it."

My phone is face-down on the table in front of me.

I set it there when I sat down, the way I always do in briefings — visible enough that I can feel it buzz without looking like I'm waiting on something. Which I am. I told Beth I'd check in every two hours when I left the safehouse and the part of my brain that isn't on Sofia is on her. It's been that way since the highway.

She was still in her jeans and the grey sweater when I left. Hair back. Coffee mug in hand, the one she'd wrestled out of the ancient grounds situation. She'd looked at me the way she does when she's choosing not to say something. And I'd wanted to cross the kitchen and tell her — something. Everything. None of which had any business being said on the worst morning of my career.

Reeves leads the tactical breakdown first — entry points, team positioning, the timeline from five-fifty to the moment the container was confirmed empty. He's thorough and unhappy and his report is clean. The tactical execution was correct. What was inside that container was not his problem.

My phone buzzes against the table. I don't look at it.

DA Vance goes next. The phone evidence, the fourth amendment exposure, Richard's legal team's filing. He uses the phrase significant legal jeopardy four times in eight minutes and says suppression hearing twice more. The bottom line is what I already knew: without the container, without physical corroborating evidence, the phone data is the only thing we have and it's fighting for its life in front of a judge who doesn't like warrants that involve civilian cooperation under federal direction.

I watch Sofia through all of it.

She's good. She asks the right questions in the right places — probing on the tactical timeline, specific about the container tracking verification, appropriately skeptical about the phone evidence's admissibility. All the questions an invested agent asks after an operation fails. Nothing that creates distance. Nothing that reveals foreknowledge.

My phone buzzes again. Beth. I glance at the screen under the table — a single text. Something to tell you.

Not an emergency. She'd have called. But it sits in my head for the rest of the briefing.

I keep my eyes on Reeves.

She's found something. She's sitting alone in that safehouse — my safehouse, the one I spent six weeks in at twenty-three with nothing but Richard's shipping manifests and a laptop that kept dying — and she's found something and she's waiting for me to be available to hear it. She won't push. She'll wait. Beth sitting patiently in a room she's never been in before because I asked her to and she said she would.

The thought of her alone up there, in my space, waiting for me — I'm half hard under the briefing table before I can stop it.

I shift in my chair and try to pay attention to Reeves.

I redirect. Sofia. The table in front of me. Reeves still talking.

But there's a moment.

Reeves is on the timeline — five-forty, Atlantic Pioneer on approach, all teams in position. He mentions the alternative routing flag in the container manifest, the note that it had been updated forty-eight hours before arrival.

"That flag was reviewed and cleared," Sofia says. "The container was tracked on the primary route the entire time."

"Right," Reeves says, moving past it.

And Sofia's eyes move — just briefly, just for a fraction of a second — to the table. Not to her notes. Not to anything in particular. Just down, and then back up, the way they do when you've said something you've already thought through carefully and you're confirming to yourself that it landed correctly.

A tell. Small enough that you'd miss it if you weren't looking for it.

I've been looking for it for ninety minutes.

I make no visible response. I write something in my notebook that has nothing to do with what I just saw, and I keep my face on Reeves, and I let it settle.

Under the table, I turn my phone over. Read the screen without lifting it.

Been going through some things. Found something interesting. Not urgent — just when you have time.

I type back: Two hours. Stay put. Good work.

A pause. Then: The coffee situation has not improved. Wanted you to know.

Something in me loosens. Just enough to keep functioning.

I put the phone back down.

The Kozlov update comes from Miller himself.

"He's been in holding for six hours," Miller says. "He hasn't lawyered up yet, which gives us time, but I'd bet we have twenty-four hours at most before someone shows up to shut him down. Kozlov doesn't know about the container. Doesn't know about Richard's flight. As far as he's aware, he was arrested as part of an active federal operation and his employer is somewhere handling the legal fallout."

He looks around the table. "Once a lawyer walks in, Kozlov stops talking. So we use the time we have."

"When does he find out?" Vance asks.

"When we tell him," Miller says. "Strategically."

"You want to let him sit with it," I say.

"I want to let him sit with the uncertainty. Right now he's calculating whether Richard's lawyers will get him out before arraignment. He's been through the system before — he knows how it works, he knows what to expect if his people are active." Miller pauses. "The moment he starts wondering why nobody's come — that's when he becomes useful to us. By tomorrow morning, Richard's absence is going to start feeling like abandonment. That's when we put Chase in the room with him."

Sofia makes a note. I watch the pen move. Watch her hand. Think about all the communications I don't have access to and whether she's already found a way to get a message to Richard's people about the Kozlov timeline.

Think about whether I just handed them that information by being in this room.

There's nothing I can do about it now.

"The internal review," Vance says, looking at Miller. "The timeline on that—"

"Is my problem," Miller says flatly. "This team stays active. The review is procedural and it runs parallel to investigation, not instead of it." He looks around the table. "We're not done. We're restructuring. Those are different things."

The room begins to disperse.

I stay in my seat until it's nearly empty. Sofia gathers her files at the far end of the table. She's going to say something to me before she leaves — I know her well enough to know that. She'll make contact, check my temperature, calibrate where I am.

She comes around the table.

"You should have called me back," she says quietly. "After you moved your source. I was worried."

"I had my hands full."

"Where is she?"

"Secure." I meet her eyes. "I'm keeping it contained for now. Fewer points of exposure."

Something crosses her face — too briefly to name. Then: "That makes sense. Good call." She pauses. "You doing okay?"

"I've had better mornings."

The corner of her mouth twitches. "Yeah." She picks up her coffee cup. "I'll be in the office if you need me. We should debrief properly later — just the two of us. Off the record."

"I'll find you," I say.

She leaves.

I sit in the empty conference room for approximately thirty seconds, staring at the table.

Then I go find Miller.

He's back in his office, door half-closed. I knock once and push it open.

"Close it," he says without looking up.

I close it. Sit down this time.

"Tell me you saw it," I say.

"The table look." He sits back. "After Reeves mentioned the alternative routing flag. Yes. I saw it."

"And?"

"It's not enough. Not yet." He links his hands behind his head. "I'm going to pull her communication logs from the seventy-two hours around warrant approval. Quietly, through channels she doesn't have visibility into. If there's contact with anyone outside this building that doesn't have a clean explanation—"

"How long does that take?"

"If I push it? Eighteen hours."

Which means tomorrow. Which means Sofia spends the rest of today in this building knowing the Kozlov timeline, knowing the case status, with eighteen hours of opportunity to communicate whatever she wants to whoever is waiting for it.

"Can you isolate her from the Kozlov situation?" I say.

"I can keep her out of any direct communication with the holding facility. I can't keep her in the dark about general case status without making it obvious." He pauses. "She's going to know something's off if I sideline her visibly."

"Then don't sideline her visibly. Just keep her out of anything Kozlov-specific." I lean forward. "If she's feeding information to Richard's people, and they find out we're moving on Kozlov, he stops being useful."

"Agreed." Miller stands. "Drive safe. Check in."

"Will do."

"And Chase." He waits until I'm at the door. "The Collins woman. She stays where she is."

"Yes."

"And you're the only person who knows where that is."

"Yes."

He holds my gaze for a moment. Reading something in it that I'm not entirely sure I'm hiding.

"Good," he says. And that's all.

I'm on the highway north by eleven.

The debrief took longer than I wanted. Vance had follow-up questions, the tactical leads needed individual sign-offs, and Miller pulled me back once more to confirm the Kozlov strategy. By the time I reached the parking garage I'd been in the building for two and a half hours and I was running on nothing.

Sofia said goodbye to me in the hallway. Touched my arm briefly. Asked again if I was all right.

I told her I was fine.

I've said that word so many times today it's lost its meaning.

I check the mirror every thirty seconds by instinct now. The highway is busy enough mid-morning that surveillance would be difficult but not impossible, and I run the same counter-surveillance pattern from this morning in a compressed version — lane changes, a deliberate exit and re-entry, fifteen extra minutes built into the drive to account for it. Nothing follows. Either they've lost interest or they're better than this morning's team.

Neither possibility fully reassures me.

My phone buzzes on the passenger seat.

I keep thinking about last night. Thought you should know.

I read it twice. The highway stretches out ahead of me, grey and straight and very long, and I'm aware of my own heartbeat in a way that has nothing to do with threat assessment.

Last night. Beth on the phone saying I want to try. Actually try. The quiet in her voice when she said my name — softer than usual, like she meant it more than she wanted to.

I want to try.

I'd spent most of the night thinking about what it would feel like to build something that wasn't built on a lie.

I type back: Good thoughts or complicated ones.

The response comes faster than I expect.

Both. Mostly good. A pause. Then: Drive carefully.

I set the phone back down.

The thing about Beth — the thing I've understood since the first morning she walked into that breakfast like she was already three steps ahead of the conversation I thought I was controlling — is that she exists in my head with a kind of permanence that has nothing to do with proximity. She's been there since before I had any right to her. She was there at twenty-two when I stood at the back of a church and watched my father marry a woman with doubt in her eyes and thought: she doesn't know what she's walking into. She was there through eighteen months of building a case that was supposed to be entirely about Richard and never quite was.

She's been there all morning. Through the debrief, through Sofia's careful performance, through Miller's silences. Underneath all of it — her. The way she'd stood in that safehouse kitchen this morning looking at me like she already knew everything I wasn't saying.

I've been running since four-thirty this morning and the only thing holding me together is those two check-ins and one text that said I keep thinking about last night.

The exit for the unmarked road appears and I take it without slowing.

The safehouse sits at the far edge of the clearing, curtains drawn, undisturbed. I do the perimeter check first — full circuit, windows, the shed lock. Everything clean.

I knock with my specific pattern. Three short, two long, three short.

The dead bolt turns immediately. Like she was waiting close to the door.

Beth opens it and looks at me. Whatever she sees on my face, she doesn't comment on. She steps back and lets me in.

She's changed into a softer version of the same clothes — the grey sweater, jeans, hair still back but looser than this morning. There's a second coffee mug on the table, steam still rising. She made it when she heard the car.

I close the door. Lock it. Turn around and she's right there, watching me the way she does. Steady. Seeing too much.

"How bad?" she says.

"Complicated." I move to the kitchen, take the coffee she made, drink half of it without sitting down. It's better than the grounds should allow. Of course it is. "Sofia gave herself away. Barely, but enough. Miller saw it too."

"So you were right."

"I was right." I set the mug down. "Which doesn't feel like anything good."

She leans against the kitchen doorway, watching me. Not filling the space. Just there. "Kozlov?"

"Still in holding. Not talking yet. Miller's giving him another twelve to twenty-four hours before we put someone in the room with him. Once he realizes Richard isn't coming—" I pause. "He'll either flip or shut down completely. It goes one way or the other."

"And Richard."

"Grand Cayman. Unreachable for now." I look at her. "His lawyers filed on the phone evidence this morning. Suppression hearing within the week."

She's quiet for a moment. Processing. "What happens to the case if the phone evidence gets thrown out?"

"Then we have Kozlov, whatever he's willing to give us, and a circumstantial trail that Richard's legal team will dismantle piece by piece." I lean against the counter. "Which is why Kozlov is the only real door we have left."

Beth looks at the laptop. Back at me. "Chase."

"I know."

"I stayed in the building," she says. "Like you told me."

"I know you did."

"I also—" she pauses. "I found some things. Things I want to show you." She stops, looking at me properly. "When did you last sleep."

"I slept."

"When."

"Wednesday night."

"It's Friday morning."

"I'm aware."

She pushes off the doorway and crosses the kitchen. Stops in front of me. Close enough that I can tell she's made up her mind about something.

"The briefing is done," she says.

"Yes."

"You were in a room with someone who may have burned your entire investigation. For two hours. Performing."

"Ninety minutes."

Her mouth curves slightly at the correction. "Stop talking about the case for ten minutes."

"Beth—"

"Chase." She holds my gaze. "The case will still be broken in ten minutes. Kozlov will still be in holding. Richard will still be in Grand Cayman." A pause. "You've been running on nothing since before the raid. I could feel it through your texts all morning."

Something in that stops me. The idea of her reading me through a one-word check-in, through a single text. Knowing anyway.

"You texted me," I say. "In the briefing. I keep thinking about yesterday."

"I did."

"I read it three times."

Her expression shifts. Something warm moving underneath the steadiness. "Good."

"It was—" I stop. Find the honest version. "It was the only thing in that room that felt real."

She looks at me for a moment. Then she closes the distance between us, takes the coffee mug out of my hand, and sets it on the counter. Her hands come to my chest and stay there.

"Then stop," she says quietly. "For ten minutes. Just stop."

I reach up and push her hair back from her face. She doesn't look away.

"I thought about you," I say. "The whole drive. Both drives."

"Good thoughts or work stuff?"

"Both." I run my thumb along her jaw, feel her exhale against it. "Mostly good."

She holds my gaze. "What kind of good?"

I tilt my head. Let the question sit for a second.

"The kind," I say slowly, "that made a federal briefing considerably more difficult to get through than it needed to be."

Her breath changes. Just barely. I notice.

"Is that so," she says.

"I kept thinking about this morning," I say. "Leaving you here. The way you looked when you opened the door." I let one hand slide from her face to the back of her neck, grip easy but deliberate. "The way you're going to look in about ten minutes."

Her chin lifts slightly. "You're very confident."

"I know what I know." I hold her gaze. "And I know you've been alone in this building for three hours thinking about yesterday. Which means we're in exactly the same place." I feel her pulse under my fingers, the slight accelerating kick of it. "Aren't we."

A beat. Then, quietly: "Yes."

"Yes what."

Her jaw tightens. Then: "Yes, sir."

"Good girl." I lean down and kiss her once — slow, the opposite of everything the last twelve hours have been. She makes a small sound against my mouth and her hands curl into my shirt and I feel the whole morning begin to release its grip on my shoulders.

I pull back. Look at her.

"You were good for me today," I say. "That deserves a reward. Don't you think."

Her breathing has changed. "I think you should be careful about the standards you set."

"Why is that."

"Because then I'll expect it," she says, "every time I do what you say."

"Good." I let my hand slide from her neck down her spine. "I want you to expect it. That's the point."

I pull her hips back against me and she feels how hard I am. No pretense. I press my mouth against her ear.

I pull her sweater over her head. Unhook her bra and drop it on the floor. I run my hands down her sides, over her ribs, and she shivers. I unbutton her jeans and push them down with her underwear and she steps out of them and she's naked and bent over my kitchen table and I take a second to look at her because I've earned that. "Hands on the table."

She puts her hands on the kitchen table.

"Don't move them."

"Spread your legs."

She does.

I unbuckle my belt. Pull it through the loops slowly enough that she can hear the leather sliding free. I double it over and press it flat against her ass — not hitting yet, just letting her feel it there. She sucks in a breath.

"How many can you take?"

"As many as you want to give me."

"Good answer."

The first one is sharp. She gasps and her fingers grip the edge of the table. I run my hand over the mark — hot already, the skin flushed pink — and then I do it again. Harder. She cries out and her back arches and I put my hand on her spine and press her flat against the table.

"Stay down."

"Yes, sir."

I give her six more. Alternating sides, building the heat, watching the welts rise across her ass and the backs of her thighs. By the fourth she's shaking. By the sixth she's making sounds she can't control — raw, desperate, her face pressed against the table, her knuckles white on the edge.

"You're so fucking perfect like this," I say. I drag my fingers between her legs and she's soaked — wet enough that it's running down her inner thigh. "All that from my belt?"

"Yes — god, yes—"

"Dirty girl." I tease her clit with my fingers before i push two inside her and she moans into the table. I fuck her with my hand, slow, curling my fingers forward until I find the spot that makes her legs shake. "You've been thinking about this all day, haven't you. Alone up here, thinking about me bending you over and making you take it."

"Yes, sir, I — fuck—"

"Tell me what you want."

"You to eat my pussy. Please."

"What do you need?." I pull my fingers out and she whines. "Say it."

"I need your mouth on my cunt, please, sir, please—"

I drop to my knees behind her. Grip her thighs and spread her wider and lick the juices off the inside of her thigh before I put my mouth on her and she nearly comes off the table. I hold her hips down and eat her like I've been thinking about it for hours because I have. My tongue flickering against her clit, then inside her, tasting her, and she's grinding back against my face and the sounds she's making are wrecked and desperate and entirely mine.

I bring her to the edge and stop.

"Chase — don't you dare—"

I slap her cunt. Not hard. Hard enough. She yelps and her whole body jerks.

"Want to try that again?"

"Who's in charge here?"

A shaking breath. "You are, sir."

"That's right." I stand up. Unzip my jeans and push them down far enough. I drag the head of my cock through how wet she is and she shudders. "Tell me what you want."

"I want you to fuck me. Please."

I push into her in one slow stroke and we both groan. She's swollen and hot from the belt and my mouth and she grips me so tight I have to stop for a second and breathe.

"Fuck," I say against her back. "Your cunt feels amazing."

I fuck her slow at first. Deep strokes, my hands on her hips, watching myself slide in and out of her. Then I grab a fistful of her hair and pull her head back and the sound she makes goes straight to my cock.

"Harder," she says. "Please, sir, harder—"

I give her what she wants. Hard enough that the table scrapes across the floor. Hard enough that she stops forming words. My hand in her hair, the other gripping her hip, and I can feel her getting close.

"Don't cum yet."

"I can't — Chase, I can't hold it—"

"You can. You will. Because I told you to." I slow down. Drag it out. Feel her trembling around me, right on the edge, fighting it. "Good girl. Hold it for me."

"Please—"

"Who do you belong to."

"You. Fuck — you, sir, only you—"

I bring my hand down hard on her ass. "Cum."

She comes apart. I feel it hit her whole body — the clench, the cry, her legs giving out — and I hold her up and fuck her through it and follow her over about three strokes later, cumming inside her, pulsing, filling her. My face against her back, saying her name into her skin.

We stay like that for a minute. Both of us breathing hard, bent over a kitchen table in a safehouse in New Hampshire. I'm still inside her. Her hands are still gripping the edge.

I pull out slowly. Kiss the back of her neck. The welts on her ass are bright red and I run my hand over them gently and she shivers.

"You okay?"

"Mm." She hasn't moved. "I can't feel my legs."

"Good."

She laughs. It's quiet and real and I want to hear it every day for the rest of my life.

I get a warm cloth from the bathroom and come back and clean her up — between her thighs, the cum running down her leg, gentle over the welts. She stays bent over the table and lets me, her breathing slowly evening out. I press my mouth to one of the marks on her ass and she shivers.

I pull her upright and walk her to the couch. She curls into my side, her legs across my lap, still wearing my shirt and nothing else. I rest my hand on her thigh.

"You need to see what I found," she says.

"I know." I don't move. "One more minute."

She presses her face against my neck. "One more minute," she agrees.

Outside, the trees press close and the October light has gone thin and grey through the curtains. Somewhere below the property line the creek runs over rocks, the same sound it's been making for three years. I lie here with Beth Collins in a decommissioned safehouse in New Hampshire with the investigation in ruins and my partner possibly a traitor and my father untouchable in Grand Cayman.

One more minute passes.

Neither of us moves.

"You said you were alone up here for six weeks," she says finally. "At twenty-three."

"Yes."

"Just you and Richard's files."

"And a laptop that kept overheating."

She's quiet for a moment. Her fingers move absently against my chest — not reaching for anything, just present. "That's a long time to be alone with something that angry."

I consider that. "The case wasn't angry. The case was clean. Evidence goes where it goes."

"I didn't mean the case."

I don't answer immediately. The creek runs below the property line. A branch moves against the window in the wind.

"I know you didn't," I say.

She lifts her head to look at me. Not pushing. Just checking. "How long have you been building this? Not the official investigation. The — wanting to."

"Since I was old enough to understand what he was." I hold her gaze. "I was seventeen when I first started to suspect something was wrong with Ashworth Global. Not trafficking — I didn't have language for that yet. Just — the shape of it. The way certain conversations stopped when I walked into rooms. The men who came to the house that didn't fit any category I understood." I pause. "Richard never explained anything to me. He just expected compliance and got confusion instead and called it disappointment."

Beth is watching me. "He wanted you in the business."

"He wanted an heir. What he got was someone who asked too many questions." I look at the ceiling. "When I told him I was applying to Quantico he looked at me like I'd told him I was joining a circus. Like I'd made a category error." A pause. "He didn't speak to me for eight months. Then he called to tell me he was getting married. That was the full extent of our communication."

"His third wedding," Beth says quietly.

"Yes."

She's silent for a moment. When she speaks again her voice is careful — choosing the angle. "Is that why you stayed at the back of the church?"

I look at her. "You noticed that?"

"I noticed everything about that day." She holds my gaze steadily. "I was terrified and I was looking for anything to focus on that wasn't Richard's face. And there was this young man at the very back who looked like he was trying to decide whether to stay or leave and never quite did either."

I look away for a second. "I was twenty-two."

"I know."

"You were—"

"Forty-two" She says it plainly. Without apology. "I know that too."

"I wasn't going to say it like that."

"I know you weren't." She looks at me. "But it's true and we both know it's true and I think we probably need to be able to say it out loud without flinching if we're actually going to—" she stops. Finds the word. "Try."

"Last night on the phone," I say. "When you said you wanted to try."

"I meant it."

"I know you did." I pause. "I'm asking what it looks like. For you."

She's quiet for a moment. "It means I don't pretend this is simpler than it is. The age difference is real. What you did at the beginning is real. The fact that I'm your father's ex-wife is—" she makes a small sound. "Also very real."

"None of those things—"

"I'm not finished." She says it gently but firmly. "Those things are real and I'm not going to spend the next however-long pretending they're not because that's what I did with Richard. I performed a version of fine for two and a half years and I'm not doing that again." She holds my gaze. "But they're also not reasons. They're just — facts. And facts don't tell you what to do. You decide what to do."

"And you've decided."

"I'm deciding." She corrects me quietly. "Present tense. Ongoing." A pause. "Are you?"

I look at her for a long moment. In the thin grey light coming through the curtains she looks — exactly like herself. Not the woman Richard married, not the source I spent six weeks trying to access, not the cooperating witness who accessed a phone while a man slept six inches away. Just Beth. Just exactly this.

"I decided at a wedding three years ago," I say. "I've been deciding ever since."

She looks away for a second. Then back.

"That's a long time to carry something," she says.

"Yes."

"Were you ever going to tell me? If the investigation hadn't—" she gestures. "If none of this had happened the way it happened."

"I don't know." The honest answer. "I told myself it didn't matter. That the case was the case and whatever I felt was—" I pause. "Noise."

"Noise," she repeats.

"That's what I called it."

"And now?"

I look at the ceiling. The creek below the property line. The thin grey light. "Now I think I had it exactly backwards," I say. "The case is the noise. This is the thing that's actually happening."

Beth is quiet for a long time after that. Her hand is still flat on my chest. I can feel my own heartbeat under her palm.

"Okay," she says finally.

"Okay."

"That's terrifying," she adds.

"Yes."

"Good." She settles back against my shoulder. "I'd be worried if it wasn't."

We lie there for another few minutes. Wind through the pines outside. A bird somewhere, then quiet. The safehouse feels far from everything, which right now is exactly what we need.

Then Beth says: "You should sleep."

"I'm fine."

"Chase." The tone she uses when I'm being an idiot. "You've been awake since before the raid. You have a twenty-four hour window before Kozlov becomes useful and there is nothing you can do about any of it from this room right now." She lifts her head. "Sleep. An hour. I'll keep watch."

"You'll keep watch."

"I have the burner and the gun is right there." She meets my eyes. "I am not incapable of sitting in a room for an hour."

I look at her.

"Sleep," she says. "Sir."

She knows exactly what she's doing with it.

"That's not—"

"It absolutely is." She smirks slightly. "Sleep."

I sleep.


PAPER TRAIL


Chase falls asleep like someone who has been refusing to for too long and finally runs out of options. One moment he's beside me, still tense, and then he's just gone — his arm heavy across my waist, his face softer than he'd ever let it be if he knew I was watching.

He looks younger.

I lie there for a while just being still, listening to the pine trees and the distant creek. It's quieter than anywhere I've been in a long time. Not uncomfortable. Just far from everything.

I look at him for longer than I should.

Then I carefully lift his arm, slide out from under it, and take my laptop to the kitchen.

Richard ran four charitable foundations during our marriage.

I knew this the way I knew most things about Richard's business — vaguely, the way you understand the shape of something without looking too closely. I attended the galas. I helped select the centerpieces. I smiled at donors whose names I knew from the society pages and accepted their compliments about the venue and never once looked at where the money actually went.

I'm looking now.

The Ashworth Foundation's public filings are accessible through the IRS database — 990 forms, annual returns, all technically public record. I open the first one. A few years before our marriage. Then the year of. Then after, in sequence, spreading them across my screen.

The incoming donations are clean. Documented, named, verifiable — real people, real organizations, the kind of donor list that any legitimate foundation would be proud of. Richard cultivated his philanthropic network the same way he cultivated everything: carefully, with long vision, building credibility that would hold up to casual scrutiny.

The distributions are different.

I make myself slow down, go column by column. The money leaves the foundation in grants — educational programs, women's shelter funding, community development initiatives in Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia. All the right categories. All the right language. But when I start pulling the receiving organizations, cross-referencing their own registrations, looking for the infrastructure that should exist if a organization is actually running programs—

Ghost entities. Registered addresses that resolve to empty office buildings or mail forwarding services. Board members whose names appear in corporate registries for dozens of other companies simultaneously. Program reports filed with the foundation that reference outcomes and beneficiaries in enough specific detail to satisfy a cursory review and not one piece of which is independently verifiable.

The money goes in.

The money leaves.

Where it actually goes after that I can't trace from public records alone. But I know what this pattern looks like. I sat next to enough of Richard's business associates at enough dinners. This is money that needs to be somewhere other than where it started.

I make a folder. Start screenshotting.

By the time I've worked through three years of filings it's almost two and the foundations have moved somewhere in the range of two hundred million dollars through organizations that exist only on paper. I sit back and look at what I've built and think about Richard at the head of a table at charity events, accepting plaques, talking about impact.

I was one of the decorations.

I always knew that. Knowing it and seeing the numbers are different things.

I close the foundation folder and open a new one.

Richard's travel calendar was in the files I brought from my apartment. I'd kept his schedule out of habit during the marriage — coordinating with his assistant, managing the social calendar around his travel, making sure nothing conflicted. I'd transferred it to my own records during the divorce because his assistant had asked for the archive back and something made me keep a copy.

I hadn't known why then.

I cross-reference the calendar against Richard's known destinations — the ones that appear in the foundation filings, the ones mentioned in the phone messages Sofia extracted, the ones I remember from conversations at dinner where he talked about his trips the way people talk about things they expect you to find boring so you won't ask questions.

Romania. Ukraine. Thailand. Vietnam.

I pick the first trip. Bucharest, October 2021. Five days. I put the dates into a search alongside "missing persons" and "Bucharest" and I sit with the results loading and I tell myself to stay analytical about what I'm about to see.

Three reports filed in the two weeks following Richard's visit. Young women, early twenties, reported missing by family members. The reports are in Romanian but the names are in Roman characters and there are photographs attached to two of them.

I look at the photos longer than I need to.

I do it for the same reason I did everything else — because they deserve to not be abstract.

Ukraine. Three trips. Eight missing persons reports clustered around the dates, split between Kyiv and Odessa.

Thailand. Chiang Mai and Bangkok. Fourteen reports over four visits.

Vietnam. Nine reports over two years.

Romania was just the latest. I stop counting at thirty-four.

I sit in the kitchen with the laptop and the gun and the cold coffee and thirty-four names and photographs and I breathe through my nose and I think about an empty container at a Boston dock and a man on a private jet to Grand Cayman and the women who are somewhere between those two facts and completely invisible to both of them.

I am not going to fall apart in this kitchen.

I am going to document every single name and date and location, and I am going to build the clearest possible picture of what Richard Ashworth has been doing while his legal team fights to suppress the evidence of a phone that I put myself in his bed to access, and I am going to be useful.

I keep working.

I don't hear Chase wake up. I just become aware of him — standing in the kitchen doorway, barefoot, watching me.

He looks at the laptop. At my face. At the laptop again.

"How long have you been up?" he says.

"A while."

He crosses to the kitchen, looks over my shoulder at the screen. I've left the missing persons folder open — the photographs, the dates, the names. He goes very quiet.

"The charity financials are in the other folder," I say. "That one's more concrete. Documentable." I pause. "This one is—"

"Pattern evidence," he says. "Circumstantial."

"Yes. But Chase — thirty-four names. In cities he visited. In the timeframe."

"I know." He straightens. "I know."

He pulls the other chair out and sits down. I walk him through the charity financials — the 990 forms, the ghost organizations, the two hundred million that goes somewhere the paper trail won't follow. He goes through everything carefully, asking questions, cross-referencing dates against his own investigation.

When I'm done he sits back and looks at the screen for a long moment.

"This is actionable," he says. "The foundation filings alone — a forensic accountant with subpoena power can trace the actual distribution chain. This isn't the phone evidence. This is public record that we accessed ourselves and it documents the laundering infrastructure independently of anything Richard's lawyers can challenge." He looks at me. "You built this in the middle of the night."

"I couldn't sleep."

"Beth." He's quiet for a second. "You understand that you've just handed this investigation something it didn't have this morning."

"I understand that I found information that might be useful. You'll determine whether it is."

He looks at me for a moment longer. Then he takes out his phone. "I need to call Miller."

I watch him make the call. It's brief — Chase walks him through the charity finding in four concise minutes, sends the folder to Miller's secure email while they're on the line.

Miller's responses are audible to me as a low tone from the phone's speaker. Engaged, focused, asking the right questions. He tells Chase it's good work. Tells him to stay put, stay dark, that he'll have his financial crimes people look at the 990s by morning.

Chase hangs up.

"He'll move on it," Chase says.

"Good." I close the laptop. The photographs are gone from the screen but they're not gone. "What happens to the thirty-four names?"

Chase is quiet for a moment. "I'll add them to the case file. Cross-reference with Kozlov's known routes when he talks." He pauses. "If he talks."

"You don't think he will."

"I think he should. Rationally, strategically, he should flip. But—" he stops. "I've been wrong about what people should do before."

He stands, goes to the window, then remembers the curtains and stops before he reaches for them. Old instinct from a world where you can look out windows. He puts his hands in his pockets instead and looks at the wall.

"Try to sleep," I say.

"In a while." He doesn't move from the window that he isn't looking out. "This place reminds me of somewhere. Different state, different building. My mother had a friend with a cabin in Vermont." He pauses. "We used to go in the summers."

I'm quiet. Something in his tone has shifted. He's working up to something.

"Tell me about her," I say.

He's quiet for long enough that I think he might redirect. Then:

Her name was Caroline." He's careful with it. "She was — she laughed at things. That's what I remember most. Richard never laughed, not really. But she did. Everything had something worth finding funny in it." He pauses. "She had this record player she'd had since college and she played it constantly. Jazz, mostly. Old stuff."

I think about my own record player. The jazz I play loud now because Richard hated it. I don't say anything.

"She died when I was six," Chase says. "I barely—" he stops. "I have impressions more than memories. The record player. The way the cabin in Vermont smelled in July. That she used to push my hair off my forehead when she thought I was asleep." He exhales. "I've spent more of my life without her than with her."

"What happened?" I ask gently.

"She drowned." He says it simply, the way you say something you've said enough times that the words have been worn smooth. "The house in Cambridge had a pool. Indoor, off the back of the house. She swam every morning — early, before anyone was up. It was her thing." A pause. "Richard said he was asleep. I was six. The housekeeper found her when she came in at seven."

The kitchen is very quiet.

"They said she slipped. Hit her head on the edge and went under." He's looking at his hands. "No witnesses. Just — she went for her morning swim and didn't come back inside."

I want to say something that is equal to what he just told me and there is nothing that is equal to it so I stay quiet and I stay present and I let him have the space.

"Richard was devastated," Chase says, and the word costs him something. "Publicly. Correctly. He did everything correctly. Grief counseling for me, sold the house, built the memorial library at my school." He turns from the window. "He remarried when I was nine." He pauses. "Then you."

He looks at me. I hold his gaze and don't look away.

"You were six," I say.

"Yes."

"And you've been trying to make sense of him ever since."

He considers that. "I've been trying to stop him. Making sense of him stopped being the point a long time ago."

I stand up from the table and cross to him and put my hands on his chest. He looks down at me and he's just tired and honest and not hiding any of it.

"She would have liked you," he says quietly. "She liked people who didn't take up less space than they deserved."

I don't know what to say to that. So I just hold on to him.

"Come and eat something," I say. "I'll make whatever this kitchen can produce and you can tell me more about her."

He almost smiles. The real one. "The kitchen can produce canned tomato soup and crackers."

"Then that's what we're having."

We eat at the kitchen table. He talks and I listen, and the soup is from a can from 2022 and neither of us cares. He tells me about the record player, how he'd found one almost identical to it at a flea market in college and brought it back to his apartment and played it until his neighbors complained. Small things. The kind of memories a six-year-old holds on to — not details, just impressions. The sound of her laugh. Jazz in the morning. The feeling of her.

He doesn't talk about her death again. He doesn't need to.

It's past three when he clears the bowls and I'm leaning against the kitchen counter with the last of the coffee. He should sleep more.

He turns from the sink and looks at me.

It's a different look than before. I know this one. My entire body knows this one.

"Come here," he says.

I push off the counter and cross to him. He reaches out and takes the coffee mug from my hand and sets it on the counter behind me without looking away. Then he takes my face in his hand, tilts it up.

It isn't a question. The way he says it makes my knees weak.

He kisses me first — slow, thorough, his hands in my hair. I press into it and he lets me for a moment before he pulls back.

"On your knees," he says.

I sink to my knees on the kitchen floor and look up at him. He looks down at me and his jaw shifts.

"Hands behind your back."

I put my hands behind my back. He unbuttons his jeans slowly, pushes them down, and he's hard. I can see him straining against his boxers before he pulls those down too and his cock is right there, thick and heavy, inches from my face.

"Open your mouth."

I open my mouth and he feeds himself onto my tongue, one hand on my jaw, the other tangled in my hair. He pushes in slow until I gag and holds me there.

"Breathe," he says. "Good girl."

My eyes are watering. He pulls back enough to let me catch my breath and then pushes in again, deeper, and the sound he makes is low and raw.

"Fuck, Beth." He's watching himself disappear into my mouth. "You look so good with my cock in your mouth." He pulls my hair tighter and sets a rhythm — slow, deep, hitting the back of my throat on every stroke. "This is what I was thinking about in that briefing. You on your knees for me. Taking it."

I moan around him and his hips jerk.

"You like that? You like being on your knees on this kitchen floor choking on my cock?"

I can't answer. He doesn't need me to. He can see how wet I am from here — squirming on my knees, desperate for something he hasn't given me yet.

He fucks my mouth harder now. Both hands in my hair, holding my head where he wants it. Spit running down my chin, my eyes streaming. I can feel him getting close — he's thicker on my tongue, his rhythm losing its steadiness.

"Look at me," he says.

I look up at him with his cock in my throat and tears on my face and whatever he sees there breaks something loose in him.

"Jesus Christ," he breathes. "I'm going to come down your throat and you're going to swallow every drop. Understand?"

I moan. Yes.

His grip tightens. He fucks my mouth in three hard strokes and then shoves deep and holds me there. I feel him cum — the pulse of it hitting the back of my throat — and I swallow and keep swallowing and the groan he makes is the best thing I've ever heard.

He stays there for a second. His hand loosens in my hair, stroking now instead of gripping. Then he pulls out slowly, his cock dragging across my lower lip, and looks down at me.

I'm a mess. Spit on my chin, tears on my cheeks. Hands still behind my back because he hasn't told me to move them.

"Good girl," he says quietly. He runs his thumb across my bottom lip. "So fucking good."

He pulls me to my feet and kisses me — slow, tasting himself on my tongue — and walks me backward to the counter. Lifts me onto it. I'm still shaking.

"Your turn," he says. And drops to his knees.

He pulls my jeans and underwear off in one move, tosses them somewhere behind him. Pushes my knees apart and looks at me — spread open on his kitchen counter, still flushed, still trembling from having his cock down my throat.

"You're drenched," he says. He drags a finger through me slowly, holds it up so I can see. "All that from sucking my cock?"

"Yes, sir."

"Dirty girl." He puts his finger in his mouth and the sound he makes is obscene. Then his hands are on my thighs, pulling me to the edge of the counter, and his mouth is on me.

No teasing. No slow build. He eats me like he's starving for it, his tongue teasing my clit, then inside me, then back up. I grab the edge of the counter because there's nothing else to hold onto and my hips are already moving against his face.

"Sir — fuck—"

He pulls back just enough to talk against me. "Tell me how it feels."

"So good. God, don't stop, please don't stop—"

He slides two fingers inside me while his mouth stays on my clit, curling them forward until my whole body jolts. I cry out and my thighs clamp around his head and he uses his free hand to push one knee back open and hold it there.

"Keep your legs open for me," he says. "I want to see you."

I force my legs apart and he rewards me with his mouth again, harder now, his fingers working me fast and deep. I can hear how wet I am, can hear his mouth on me, and the sounds alone are pushing me closer.

"I'm going to cum — Chase, I'm—"

"Give it to me," he says against my cunt. "Let me feel it."

I cum so hard my back arches off the counter. His name comes out of me in a sound I don't recognize and he doesn't stop — his mouth stays on me, his fingers still moving, dragging me through it until I'm grabbing his hair and shaking and there's nothing left.

When he finally eases off I'm wrecked. Lying on his kitchen counter staring at the ceiling, legs still open, chest heaving. He stands up slowly and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and looks at me.

"That's my girl," he says.

He pulls me off the counter and into him and holds me there in the kitchen in the too-bright light at three in the morning, his arms around me, his mouth at my temple, and neither of us says anything for a long while.

"Sleep," I say eventually into his shoulder.

"Yes." He doesn't let go immediately. "In a minute."

We stand there in the kitchen a minute longer than a minute.

Then we go.


FALSE DIRECTION


Ileave Beth at seven-thirty with the weapons locker combination she already knows, the burner phone, and no idea how to say goodbye in the time I have. So I just kiss her and go.

She's standing in the kitchen doorway with coffee, hair loose, and she watches me check my weapon with the calm of someone who has recalibrated what normal looks like. Three days ago normal was her South End apartment and jazz records and a design business she rebuilt from scratch. Now normal is a safehouse in New Hampshire and a weapons locker and a man who checks his gun before breakfast.

She hasn't complained once.

"Check in," she says.

"Every two hours."

"If I don't hear from you in three—"

"Call Miller and get in the vehicle." I holster my weapon. "But you'll hear from me."

She nods. Kisses me once more. Closes the door.

The drive south takes fifty-five minutes. I run the counter-surveillance pattern out of habit now — the lane changes, the exit and re-entry, the fifteen extra minutes built into the route. Nothing follows. Either we've been genuinely clean since I lost the tail two days ago or whoever was watching has pulled back and is waiting for something.

I don't know which possibility I prefer.

The Federal Building parking garage is half empty at eight-twenty-five. I sit in the car for a moment before going in, running through what I know about Viktor Kozlov the way I'd run through case notes before any interrogation. Fifty-three years old. Born in Odessa. Ukrainian national, US permanent resident since 2009 on an investor visa that Ashworth Global sponsored. Known associations with Eastern European organized crime networks going back to the late nineties but nothing prosecuted, nothing that stuck. He came into our investigation through the shipping coordination — his name appeared in Richard's communications as the logistical contact for the Eastern European routes.

He is not, on paper, a man who frightens easily.

He is also not, on paper, a man who has ever been abandoned by his employer mid-operation while sitting in a federal holding facility.

That's the variable I'm counting on.

I get out of the car.

The holding facility is in the basement of an adjacent federal building, connected to the main structure through an underground corridor that smells like recycled air and institutional cleaning products. I check in at the desk, sign the log, leave my weapon in the locker. The duty officer walks me through two security doors and deposits me in an observation room with a one-way window overlooking Interview Room 3.

Kozlov is already in there.

He's been in there, according to the duty officer, for forty minutes — they brought him early, standard softening technique, let him sit with the room and the silence and the understanding that his schedule is no longer his own. He's wearing a grey federal-issue jumpsuit that fits badly across the shoulders. His hands are flat on the table in front of him. He's not fidgeting.

I watch him for two minutes before I go in.

He doesn't look like a man who's been sitting alone for forty minutes worrying about his legal situation. He looks like a man who's waiting for something. Not anxious. Patient.

I notice that. I go in.

His lawyer is already there. That's a problem — Miller estimated twenty-four hours before someone showed up. It's been less than twelve.

The lawyer is a man named Harding, mid-fifties, Armani suit too expensive for anyone Kozlov could afford on his own, which means someone is paying for this. I want to know who. Harding gives me the standard opening: his client is cooperating fully with reasonable questioning, is prepared to assist the government's investigation, and will decline to answer anything that may incriminate him without a formal cooperation agreement in place.

Standard language. Expected.

"Mr. Kozlov," I say. "I'm Special Agent Ashworth. Do you understand why you're here?"

Kozlov looks at me. He has pale eyes, almost grey, and a face that doesn't give much. "I understand that there has been a misunderstanding," he says. His accent is moderate — English fluent, the Ukrainian underneath it audible but controlled. "Regarding my employer's shipping operations."

"Your employer," I say. "Richard Ashworth."

A second. Something crosses his face and disappears. "Yes."

"Have you been in contact with Mr. Ashworth since your arrest?"

Harding puts his hand up. "My client isn't in a position to speak to communications with any party outside this facility."

"I'm asking about communications from inside this facility," I say. "Whether Mr. Ashworth or his representatives have made contact with Mr. Kozlov since his arrest is a straightforward factual question."

Harding looks at Kozlov. Kozlov looks at me.

"No," he says.

He says it without the slight hesitation of actual memory retrieval. He didn't search for the answer. He produced it.

"Mr. Kozlov," I say. "Richard Ashworth left the United States on a private jet at three in the morning on the day of your arrest. He's currently in Grand Cayman." I keep my voice even, factual, watching his face. "He hasn't filed any communication with your legal representation. He hasn't contacted the FBI on your behalf. He hasn't—as far as we can determine—made any effort whatsoever to manage your legal situation."

I watch him.

He holds my gaze. His hands on the table don't move. His jaw doesn't tighten. His breathing doesn't change.

Not one visible response to the information that his employer fled the country the morning he was arrested.

"I see," he says.

Two words, flat and even. The response of a man who already knew what I just told him.

I keep going for another forty minutes because leaving early tells him something I don't want him to know. I cover the container, the shipping routes, the coordination with Ashworth Global's logistics division, the foundation payments. Harding redirects or refuses approximately sixty percent of my questions. Kozlov answers the remainder in language that is technically responsive and substantively empty.

He's been through this before. He knows exactly how to be in an interrogation room without giving anything.

But it's not the questions he doesn't answer that matter.

It's the fact that when I told him Richard had abandoned him — left him in a federal holding facility while he flew to an island with no extradition treaty — Viktor Kozlov was not surprised.

He already knew.

Someone told him.

I keep my face neutral. Ask two more questions about the container routing, get two more non-answers, and wrap the interrogation at forty minutes because pushing longer tells Kozlov something I don't want him to know.

Harding stands when I do. Kozlov doesn't.

"We'll be in touch," I tell him.

Kozlov looks at me with those pale grey eyes. "I am sure you will," he says.

The debrief with Miller is at eleven.

I take the corridor between the buildings, sign back in, collect my weapon, and take the elevator to the fourth floor running the interrogation in my head. By the time I reach Miller's office I've landed on the thing that matters most: Kozlov knew the container was empty before I told him. Which means someone told him. Someone who knew exactly what we'd find — or wouldn't find — when we opened that container.

Miller is at his desk. He looks up when I come in. "That bad?"

"Closed off. Lawyer controlled everything." I sit down. "He's not frightened enough."

Miller leans back. "Meaning?"

"Meaning a man who just watched his employer fly to Grand Cayman and leave him in federal custody should be showing signs of recalculating his options. Kozlov isn't." I sit down. "He looked like a man who's waiting. Not panicking. Waiting."

Miller is quiet for a moment. "Someone's feeding him information."

"That's what it looks like."

"From inside the facility or outside?"

"Can't tell yet. But the timing—" I pause. "He didn't react when I told him Richard had fled the country. Not even a flicker. He already knew."

Miller's expression shifts into something hard and focused. "That's not possible through legitimate channels. We have a communication restriction order on his contact with outside parties pending arraignment." He sits forward. "If someone circumvented that order—"

"It would require either someone inside the facility cooperating, or someone with the authority to access his communication logs and selectively remove records." I hold his gaze. "Someone who knows exactly what information Kozlov needs to sit tight and stay quiet."

Miller stands up. Moves to his window. "The mole question," he says.

"Yes."

"You've been thinking about this since the raid."

"Haven't stopped."

He turns. "The Sofia photograph. Where are you on that?"

"I can't construct an innocent explanation that holds," I say.

Miller nods slowly. "I pulled her communication logs. Quietly, through channels she doesn't have visibility into." He crosses back to his desk, opens a folder, slides a printed page across to me. "Phone records. Seventy-two hours around the warrant approval."

I look at the page.

Three calls to an unregistered number. Duration ranging from four minutes to eleven. The timestamps place them at the morning of warrant approval, the evening after, and the morning before the raid.

I sit with that for a second.

"The number doesn't trace," Miller says. "It's a burner, already deactivated. But the pattern—" he pauses. "Three calls to an unregistered number in the seventy-two hours between warrant approval and the raid. Completely absent from any communication log she filed."

I look at the page for a long moment. Three calls. No record filed. The timeline fits perfectly with the leak.

"I can't act on this without more," I say. "Three calls to a burner number — that's not enough. And if Sofia finds out I've been looking at her before I have anything solid, I lose any chance of catching her in the act."

"Agreed." Miller closes the folder. "Which is why I'm not filing it yet. I wanted you to see it." He looks at me. "She's still in this building, Chase. Still in every briefing. If she's the one who burned this operation and she's still sitting in those meetings—"

"She's continuing to feed information." I finish it for him. "Yes. I know."

"So what do I do with her?"

"Keep her in place. Don't sideline her visibly — the moment she knows she's being looked at, anything she hasn't already passed disappears. But keep her out of anything Kozlov-specific. Any development on his cooperation status, any change in his legal situation — she doesn't hear it through official channels." I hand the folder back. "And I want copies of those call logs. I'll see if I can trace the burner through a different route."

Miller nods. "There's something else." He opens his desk drawer, takes out a second printed page. This one is a still image — low resolution, parking garage, timestamp in the corner. Sofia, caught mid-turn, her face visible enough to be identified. The unidentified contact has his back to the camera. Male, broad-shouldered, dark coat.

"This came to me this morning," Miller says. "Anonymous. No origin I can trace." He slides it across. "Whoever sent it wanted us to see Sofia in that garage." He pauses. "The question is whether they sent it to help us or to make sure we were looking the right direction."

I look at the image. "You think it could be fabricated."

"I think I can't rule it out." He holds my gaze. "Which is why I want more than this before we move. The call logs are harder to fake — they pull from carrier records, not from a photograph anyone with the right equipment could construct." He sits back. "But I want you to know I'm not taking this at face value either. We are going to be certain before we destroy someone's career."

This is what I trust about Miller. The discipline of it. The refusal to rush.

"How long for the carrier trace on the burner?" I ask.

"Twenty-four hours if I push it. Forty-eight to be thorough."

I stand. "Then we wait forty-eight and we do it thoroughly."

Miller stands too. "Your source. She's secure?"

"Yes."

"Still not going to tell me where."

"Not yet." I look at him. "Not until I know the full scope of what was compromised. If Sofia had access to my communications—"

"She did," Miller says quietly.

"All of them?" I say.

"Everything that ran through official Bureau channels, yes." He lets that sit. "Which is why the fact that you've kept Collins's location out of any written communication is the only reason I'm not more worried than I already am."

I nod. Move to the door.

"Chase." His voice stops me. "Whatever you need that doesn't go through official channels — come to me directly. Don't use the system. Don't use email. Don't use anything she could access." He pauses. "My personal cell. That's it."

I look at him. He looks back with the expression of a man who has been doing this long enough to know when something is seriously broken and who is adjusting accordingly.

"Alright," I say.

I walk out.

The elevator takes too long. I take the stairs.

In the parking garage I sit in my car for sixty seconds with my hands on the wheel.

Sofia's call logs. The anonymous photograph. Miller pulling records through channels she can't see.

I have been trying to find the innocent explanation and I keep running out of road.

The only person who knows where Beth is right now is me. Not Miller. Not Sofia. Just me.

I start the car.

The drive north is fifty-five minutes of the same thoughts going nowhere new. By the time I turn onto the unmarked road I've stopped trying to fight the answer I keep arriving at.

The safehouse clearing. The building exactly as I left it. Curtains drawn, no disturbance. Quiet in a way that lets me breathe for the first time all day.

Three short, two long, three short.

The dead bolt turns.

Beth opens the door and looks at me. She doesn't ask how it went. She can see it.

"Come in," she says.

I sit at the kitchen table and she sits across from me and I tell her everything. The interrogation, Kozlov's stillness, the way he produced no without searching for it. Miller's office, the communication logs, three calls to a burner in seventy-two hours. The parking garage photo arriving anonymously this morning.

When I finish she's quiet for a moment.

"The call logs," she says. "Miller pulled those himself? Quietly?"

"Through channels Sofia doesn't have visibility into. Yes."

"And he showed them to you."

"Yes."

She's looking at the table. "And the photograph arrived this morning. Anonymously."

"To Miller. Yes."

A pause. "So Miller is actively building a case against his own agent."

"He's being careful. Wants the carrier trace on the burner number before he moves." I lean back. "That's the right call."

Beth looks up. "Do you believe him?"

"About Sofia?"

"About all of it."

"Yeah." I look at the table. "The problem is that the more I look at Sofia, the more it fits."

"The routing flag," Beth says.

"Yes."

"The dock surveillance."

"Yes."

"The calls."

"Yes." I sit back. "I've been trying to find the version where she's not the answer and I keep hitting the same wall."

Beth is quiet for a moment.

"What?" I say.

"Nothing actionable. Just—" she pauses. "Be careful about certainty. That's all."

I look at her. She doesn't elaborate.

"I know," I say.

She nods. Lets it go. Then she stands up and comes around the table and stops in front of me and I look up at her and she looks down at me and the case and Miller and Sofia and Kozlov all exist somewhere slightly behind both of us for a moment.

"You look like someone who's been in a room with difficult information for four hours," she says.

"Accurate."

She crosses the kitchen and puts her arms around me. Just that. No words, no performance. I stand there for a second like an idiot and then I hold on to her and put my face against her hair and breathe.

"Okay," she says after a minute. "Sit down. I need to show you something."

I sit. She pulls the laptop across the table and opens it.

"I went deeper into the charity distribution chains," she says. "There's a recurring recipient — a logistics company, Eastern European registration. It moved money three times a year, same amounts, same routing." She turns the screen toward me. "I cross-referenced the registration date with Ashworth Global's incorporation timeline. They were registered in the same six-month window. Eighteen years ago."

I stare at the screen.

"Richard didn't build Ashworth Global and then find partners," she says. "Someone helped him build it from the beginning. The foundation, the logistics company, all of it — it was designed from the start to do what it does."

"Eighteen years," I say.

"Yes."

"That predates the investigation by fifteen years."

"I know."

"Show me everything."

She walks me through it. The distribution chains, the recurring logistics company, the registration timeline. I ask questions and she answers them and at some point she makes coffee and we drink it standing at the counter like two people who have forgotten there's a table.

When she's done I close the laptop.

"This is actionable," I say. "Not on its own but combined with the phone data and the charity financials — it builds a pattern that Richard's lawyers can't call coincidental." I look at her. "I need to get this to Miller. Not through official channels."

"His personal cell," Beth says.

"Tomorrow." I take the laptop and set it aside. "Tonight we're done working."

"Are we."

"We are. You're going to eat something that isn't soup. And then we're going to sit on that couch and not talk about my father or Sofia or Kozlov for at least an hour."

She looks at me for a long moment. Then the corner of her mouth turns up.

"I could do that," she says.


CHOSEN GROUND


Iwake before him again.

This has become the pattern — Chase sleeping like someone whose body has finally won the argument, and me lying beside him in the grey early light running through everything the night left unfinished. I've always been this way. Richard used to say I had an off switch that didn't work. He meant it as a criticism. He wasn't wrong.

I lie there for a few minutes listening to Chase breathe. The safehouse has started to smell like us — coffee and pine and something lived-in. I've rearranged small things without meaning to. The two mugs on the left side of the dish rack instead of the right. The burner phone closer to the kitchen table than the counter. The weapons locker combination written on the inside of my wrist in pen each morning and washed off each night, a private ritual Chase doesn't know about.

Small acts of control in a situation that keeps removing it.

I ease out from under his arm. He doesn't stir. I take my laptop to the kitchen.

The logistics company has been sitting in the back of my mind since last night.

I make coffee, pull up the registration database I downloaded, and go back in.

The company is registered in Bulgaria under the name Meridian Transit Solutions. The registration is sparse — minimal information, the legal minimum for a Bulgarian entity, the kind of filing that satisfies a bureaucratic requirement without providing anything useful. But there's a named director.

Aleksandr Petrov.

I search the name. The results are thin — a few mentions in Bulgarian business filings, a single reference in a shipping industry database from 2016, nothing with a photograph or an address or any of the markers that attach a name to an actual person with an actual life. He's present enough to be real and absent enough to be deliberate.

I write the name down in my notebook. Then I sit back and look at what I have.

Meridian Transit Solutions. Aleksandr Petrov. Eighteen years of connection to Richard Ashworth, invisible to an investigation that's been running for eighteen months.

This is the thing that keeps bothering me about the shape of this case. Every time we find a new layer, the layer underneath it is older than the one above. The trafficking network isn't something Richard built and then expanded. It's something someone helped him build from the beginning, before Ashworth Global was anything, before Richard was the man I married. Before Chase was an agent. Before any of this existed in a form that could be investigated.

I'm thinking about this when Chase appears in the doorway.

He looks at the laptop. Then at my face. Then at the notebook with Aleksandr Petrov's name in it.

"How long have you been up?" he says.

"A while."

"You found something."

"A name. Maybe." I turn the notebook toward him. "The logistics company director. He's registered in Bulgaria but he barely exists anywhere else. Low footprint."

Chase crosses to the kitchen, pours coffee, looks at the name. "Petrov."

"It might be nothing. A registered director can be a legal placeholder — someone whose name is used to satisfy incorporation requirements without any real involvement." I pause. "But it might not be nothing."

"I'll run it through a channel that doesn't go through the building," he says. "Give me the full company details."

I hand him the notebook. He photographs the page on his personal phone, not the burner, and types something I can't see. Then he sets the phone face-down on the table and sits across from me.

We look at each other over the coffee and the notebook and the morning.

"There are more boxes," I say.

He goes still. "What?"

"The ones in the living room — those were the things I unpacked. Financial statements, some correspondence. But there are three more in the spare bedroom closet that I never opened. Things I grabbed when I left that I didn't want to deal with yet." I wrap my hands around my mug. "After what I found in the foundation filings, after Meridian Transit — I think we need to see what's in them."

"At your apartment," he says. "The one we left because someone was watching it."

"Yes."

He's quiet for a long time. Then: "Tuesday night. Two in the morning — the building will be quiet, anyone watching will be at minimum attention. We have enough darkness before the six AM shift change at the parking structure across the street."

"The back entrance," I say. "There's a service door that opens into the parking level. I know the alarm code."

Chase looks at me. "You still know the service entrance code."

"I know a lot of things I never needed to use." I meet his gaze. "I can go straight to them in the dark."

"We're not going in the dark. Interior lights, street-facing curtains closed." He taps the table. "Two hours maximum. We take what we can carry and we leave."

"What are we looking for?"

"Anything that predates the investigation. Anything that shows the network's origins, the early relationships, documentation from before Ashworth Global was what it is now." He pauses. "You said there are boxes you never opened."

"Three of them. Things from the early part of the marriage — Richard had storage he consolidated when we moved into the penthouse. I took some of it when we divorced because his assistant asked for the whole archive back and something made me keep the older material." I look at the table. "I don't know exactly what's in them. That's the point."

Chase nods. Then he looks up at something behind my expression. "You're nervous about going back."

"I'm not nervous."

"Beth."

I look at him. "I'm not nervous about getting in. I'm—" I stop. "The last time I was in that apartment someone was photographing my windows. We left in the middle of the night. Going back to it at two in the morning isn't—" I stop again. "I'm fine."

He reaches across the table and puts his hand over mine. Just that. Doesn't say anything. Just his hand over mine on the kitchen table at seven in the morning.

After a moment I turn my hand over and squeeze his once. Then I let go.

"Tuesday," I say. "Two in the morning."

"Tuesday," he agrees.

His personal phone buzzes at half past ten.

We're at the table — Chase reviewing the foundation documents I built, making notes in the margins, and I'm reading through the Kozlov background file he printed before we left the Bureau three days ago. Two people at a kitchen table with federal documents and cold coffee. Almost normal if you don't think about it too hard.

He picks up the phone, reads the message, and his expression changes.

"What?" I say.

"Text from an unknown number." He shows me the screen.

I know you suspect me. We need to talk. Not at the building.

I read it twice. "Sofia."

"Has to be." He sets the phone down. "She's stepping outside official communication channels deliberately. Using a number I can't immediately trace."

"Which means she knows her official communications are being monitored."

"Yes." He sets his coffee down. "Or she knows I'm suspicious and she's trying to get ahead of it."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive."

"No." He leans back. "Guilty people go quiet. They don't announce that they know they're under suspicion."

"Unless announcing it is the move," I say. "Unless she's being watched closely enough that going quiet is itself a flag, and reaching out to you directly is the only way to — what. Create a narrative. Get your version of events before an official investigation starts."

Chase looks at me. "You think she's guilty."

"I think I don't know and neither do you." I look at him across the table. "I think three calls to a burner and a parking garage photograph and an interrogation subject who isn't frightened enough are a pattern that points somewhere. I just want to make sure we're following the pattern and not constructing it."

He's quiet for a long moment. "What would you do?"

"I'd meet her. Somewhere I controlled. And I'd listen more than I talked."

He picks up the phone. Types something brief. Sets it back down. "I told her I'd be in touch about a time and place. Nothing else."

"Good."

"If she's running a counter-narrative she needs more than that to work with." He leans back. "And if she's actually trying to tell me something—" he pauses. "Then giving her room to prepare works in our favor too."

I look at him. He's running both possibilities but I know which one he's already landed on.

I keep that to myself for now.

Miller texts at noon.

Chase reads it and goes very still for a second. Then back to neutral.

"Kozlov is asking for a meeting," he says. "No lawyer."

I look at him. "That was fast."

"Yes." He sets the phone down. "It was."

Something in his voice. I can see him getting there — Kozlov closed off yesterday, patient and unfrightened, Kozlov who already knew the container was empty.

"Too fast?" I say.

"I don't know yet." He picks the phone back up, types a reply. "I'm having Miller handle first contact. If Kozlov is genuinely cracking he'll give Miller something real. If he's—" he stops.

"If he's what?"

"Managed," he says carefully. "If someone is directing what he offers and when, the first contact will be a test. Something that sounds significant but can't be immediately verified." He looks at the phone. "Miller will know the difference."

"You trust Miller's read on Kozlov."

"Yes."

I nod.

The afternoon drags. There's nothing to do except wait for information that may or may not arrive. I've reorganized my research files twice. Read the same two pages of the Kozlov background three times without retaining them. Chase has been at the table for two hours, not working anymore. Just sitting.

I close the laptop.

He looks up.

"Stop," I say.

Something in his face softens. "Didn't we have this conversation yesterday?"

"We did. Apparently it needs repeating." I stand. Come around the table to him. He pushes his chair back and I step between his knees the way I did yesterday. He looks up at me and whatever was circling in his head has gone quiet.

"Beth."

"I know," I say. "I'm starting it. You're allowed to take it wherever you want."

Something moves in his expression. He reaches up and takes my wrist, turns it over, runs his thumb along the inside where I write the combination every morning. He's noticed. He never said anything.

"You write it every day," he says.

"In case I need it and I can't think."

He looks up at me. "You're always prepared."

"I've learned to be."

He pulls me closer by the wrist, his other hand on my hip, and I end up sideways across his lap, his arm around my waist, his face close to mine. This isn't a scene. This is just us.

He kisses me slowly. Taking his time in the way that communicates he has no agenda except this. I put my hand against his jaw and feel him exhale through his nose, slow and real.

When he pulls back he looks at me for a moment.

"Bedroom," he says. "Now."

I stand. I go slowly, aware of him watching, and I feel his gaze the way I feel the difference in temperature when I step into sunlight. I reach the bedroom door and stop.

"Chase."

"Keep going," he says. "I'm right behind you."

He's not immediately behind me.

I hear him in the kitchen — the weapons locker opening, then closing. Then his belt. Then he comes through the doorway holding his dress shirt from yesterday, the white one, and the way he's looking at me tells me he already knows exactly what he's going to do.

"Sit on the edge of the bed," he says. "Hands in your lap."

I sit. Hands in my lap. The afternoon light through the curtains is pale and even and the room is very quiet.

He crosses to me, tips my chin up with two fingers. "You started this."

"Yes."

"Which means you were asking for something specific."

I hold his gaze. "Yes, sir."

"Tell me what."

The directness of the ask lands somewhere in my chest and spreads. "I wanted—" I stop. Try again. "I've been in this building for four days. I wanted to feel—" the language isn't quite right. "Less like I'm waiting for something to happen to us. More like I'm choosing something."

He looks at me for a long moment. Then he brings the shirt up and drapes it across his hands, feeling the fabric. "Then choose this," he says. "Both arms out."

I hold my arms out in front of me. He takes the shirt and wraps it around my wrists — the white cotton encircling both wrists, tied carefully. He checks the tension with his thumb.

"Comfortable?"

"Yes."

"You can move your hands. You can't use them." He holds my wrists for a moment, both hands wrapped around them. "Is that enough of a choice?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He lifts my wrists, places them in my lap. "Now lie back. Keep your hands there."

I lie back. My bound hands rest against my stomach, the shirt soft and warm and carrying the scent of him. The ceiling is low and plain and for the first time in days my mind goes quiet.

He takes his time. Not teasing, not drawing it out. Just — all of his attention, undivided, on me. After days of split focus and case strategy and surveillance, the weight of it is almost overwhelming.

He starts slow. Kisses my neck, my collarbone, moves down my body with his mouth until I'm arching into him. Then he pulls back and I feel him — the head of his cock dragging through how wet I am, barely touching, making me wait.

"Sir—"

"Shh." He circles my clit with the tip of his cock, barely there, just enough pressure to make me shake. "Keep your hands where they are."

My bound hands press against my stomach. He runs himself through me again, base to tip, slick and slow, and I try to lift my hips toward him and he pulls back.

"Don't chase it," he says. "Let me give it to you."

He dips inside me — barely, just the head, just enough for me to feel the stretch — and holds there. My whole body tightens around him.

"Please—"

"Please what."

"Please, sir, I need more—"

He pushes in another inch and stops. I can feel him right there, thick and stretching me open, and my body is trying to pull him deeper and he won't let it. He pulls out slowly and goes back to circling my clit with the head of his cock, using my own wetness, lazy and precise.

"You're shaking," he says. "Already."

"Because you're torturing me."

"Yes." He pushes inside again — three slow strokes, deep enough that I cry out, his hand flat on my stomach holding me down — and then pulls out and goes back to teasing. "That's exactly what I'm doing."

I'm going to lose my mind.

He does it again. And again. Dipping in just enough to make me desperate, a few deep strokes that knock the breath out of me, then pulling out to drag himself through me until I'm begging. My wrists strain against the shirt. I can hear how wet I am every time he slides through me and so can he.

"Listen to that," he says. "All for me."

"All for you, sir, please — please just fuck me, I can't—"

"You can." He notches himself at my entrance and holds. "Ask me properly."

"Please, sir." I'm barely holding it together. "Please fuck me. I need your cock inside me."

He pushes in. All the way. One long stroke that fills me completely and the sound I make isn't a word. He stays buried as deep as he can go, his forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard.

"When I start moving," he says, "you don't cum until I say."

"Yes, sir."

He moves. Slow at first, pulling almost all the way out and pushing back in, making me feel every inch. Then harder. His hand finds my hip, gripping, setting a rhythm that builds and builds. I'm right there — right on the edge — and he can feel it.

"Not yet."

"I can't hold it."

"Look at me."

I open my eyes. He's right there. Close enough that I can see everything in his face and none of it is controlled anymore.

"Now," he says. "Cum for me now."

I come so hard it takes my breath. He keeps fucking me, doesn't slow down, and I feel him follow — thrusting hard, pulsing inside me, a groan against my neck that I want to live inside of.

We stay like that. Both of us breathing. Him still inside me.

He unties the shirt. Runs his thumb over both wrists, checking. Folds it and sets it aside.

Then he lies down beside me and pulls me against him and I go without thinking, my head against his shoulder, his hand at the back of my head, both of us completely still.

"Beth," he says.

"Mm."

"The thing you said. About choosing something." A pause. "You know that's what this is. For me. Every time."

I open my eyes. Look at the ceiling.

"I know," I say.

He presses his mouth to my temple. Holds it there.

We lie there while the afternoon light shifts behind the curtains and neither of us speaks for a long time, and it is the closest thing to peace I have felt in four days or possibly considerably longer than that.

Chase steps outside at half past six.

I watch him through the gap at the edge of the curtain — he moves to the far edge of the clearing, past the tree line, where the signal is better, and puts his phone to his ear. Miller. I can tell by the way he stands — straighter, still.

The call is eight minutes.

I put the kettle on.

He comes back in and I know immediately that something happened.

"Kozlov talked," he says.

I hand him the tea. "How much?"

"Forty minutes without a lawyer. Then he shut it down completely." Chase wraps both hands around the mug. "Gave Miller one thing before he closed off."

I wait.

"A name," Chase says. "Someone inside the investigation. Miller wouldn't say more until he verifies it but—" he stops.

"But?"

He looks at me. The certainty I've been watching him carry is fully visible now, sitting right at the surface of his expression.

"Sofia," he says.

The name sits in the room between us.

I nod slowly. But underneath it — he's so certain. Every piece has pointed at Sofia and he's followed it there without looking back.

But evidence can be arranged. I know this better than almost anyone. I spent two and a half years inside a reality that Richard constructed with enormous care, and I believed it completely.

"What does Miller need to verify?" I say.

Chase starts explaining, and the evening settles around us.


OFF RECORD


Iarrange the Sofia meeting for two in the afternoon.

Not through Bureau channels. Not through anything that runs through a server Miller has access to. I use my personal phone and a number I have from before the investigation — Sofia's college roommate's landline, which Sofia once told me was the only number she trusted completely when she needed to reach someone without a record of it. I didn't ask why she had that protocol. Agents develop their own systems.

She picks up on the second ring.

"I know it's you," she says. No greeting, no name.

"Two o'clock. The place on Tremont with the green awning." A coffee shop I've been to twice, paid cash both times, no loyalty card, no reason to exist in any record connected to either of us. "Alone."

"I've been alone this whole time," she says. The edge in it is not performed. "Two o'clock."

She hangs up.

I stand in the clearing outside the safehouse in the cold morning air and look at the pine trees and think about eighteen months of a partnership I apparently need to treat as a crime scene, and then I go back inside.

Beth is at the kitchen table with the laptop and the Petrov notes and a coffee that's actually hot for once because she's started timing the pot to be ready when she knows I'll come in. She looks up when I close the door.

"Two o'clock," I say.

"How did she sound?"

I pour coffee and lean against the counter. "She said she's been alone this whole time."

"What do you think she meant by that?"

"That she knows she's been shut out of operational communications." I bring my coffee to the table. "Which she would know if she was paying attention. Which Sofia always is."

"Or," Beth says carefully, "that she's been isolated by something she didn't cause and she's been trying to figure out how to reach you without making it worse."

I look at her.

"I'm not saying she's innocent," Beth says. "I'm saying I don't know and neither do you yet and the meeting is the point." She looks at me. "Go and listen. Actually listen."

"That's what I intend to do."

"Chase." She waits until I'm looking at her. "I know what you intend to do. I'm asking you to do the other thing too."

She's right. She usually is.

"All right," I say.

She nods. Turns back to her laptop.

I drink my coffee and watch her work and try to hold both things at once — what I know about Sofia and what I don't.

The drive into Boston takes fifty-five minutes. I run the counter-surveillance pattern by reflex now, barely thinking about it, the lane changes and exit checks as automatic as breathing. The morning is grey and cold and the highway is heavy with commuter traffic, and I spend most of it running through what I'm going to say to Sofia and more importantly how I'm going to hear what she says back.

The coffee shop on Tremont has six tables and a counter and plays music loud enough to make recording difficult. Sofia is already there when I arrive.

She's in civilian clothes — jeans, a dark jacket, hair down. She looks like someone who hasn't been sleeping well. Both hands wrapped around her cup.

I sit down across from her.

She looks at me for a moment without speaking. Then: "You actually came."

"I said I would."

"You've been avoiding official contact for four days."

"Yes."

"Because you think I burned the operation." She says it flat, no interrogative lift at the end. Not a question.

I don't answer immediately. I let the silence be what it is.

"The parking garage photograph," I say. "The call logs. Three unregistered numbers in the seventy-two hours around warrant approval." I look at her. "Walk me through it."

She exhales through her nose. Reaches into her jacket and puts a folded document on the table between us. "The parking garage photo first," she says. "Because that one I can actually explain."

I look at the document. A printed email chain, timestamps intact.

"The man in that photograph is my brother," she says. "David. He lives in Quincy and he drives a black Toyota and he has been borrowing money from me for three years because he has a gambling problem that he manages badly." She keeps her voice even with visible effort. "I meet him approximately twice a month in locations that are neither of our apartments because I don't want him to know where I live and I don't want to know where he currently is. The parking garage on Clarendon is equidistant from both of us." She pauses. "The photograph was taken from an angle that obscures his face. Whoever took it knew it would be unidentifiable."

I look at the email chain. It's her brother — David Rossi, the name I know from her personnel file. The emails are what family emails look like when someone keeps fucking up — short, careful, exhausted.

"The timing," I say.

"Was coincidence." She meets my eyes. "Which I know is exactly what someone guilty would say and I have no way to make that better except to tell you it's true." A beat. "The calls are different. I know how the calls look."

"Three unregistered numbers in seventy-two hours."

"Two of them are David's burners. He changes numbers when creditors have the old one. I have a record of every number he's used in the past two years — here." She puts a second document on the table. "The third call is mine. My own burner. I was calling myself to test signal quality in the parking garage before I met him because the last time I was there I nearly lost a call with you and I didn't want that to happen again." She holds my gaze. "I know how it looks. I have known how it looks since the raid and I have been trying to figure out how to put this in front of you without it going into an official report that ends my career based on my brother's bad decisions."

I look at the documents. The email chain. The number records.

I look at Sofia.

Eighteen months. I know how she operates. And right now I can't read her.

"The routing flag," I say. "When I raised it before the raid. You told me I was being paranoid."

Something crosses her face. "I know." She looks at the table. "That one I can't explain away. I looked at it, I assessed it as low probability, and I told you to get some rest. I was wrong." She looks up. "I was wrong and I have been living with that since the container came up empty. But being wrong isn't the same as—"

"I know," I say.

She stops.

"I know it isn't," I say. "I'm not—" I pause. "I'm trying to be certain before I'm wrong about you."

Sofia looks at me for a long moment. Something in her shifts. The tension in her shoulders eases slightly.

"I've been running my own thread," she says. "Since the raid. Quietly, outside official channels, because I knew the moment things went wrong that someone was going to look at me." She holds my gaze. "I'm close to something I can actually put in front of you. Something that doesn't just clear me — something that points somewhere real."

"How long?"

"Forty-eight hours."

I look at her. Hands loose around the cup now. Shoulders down. Everything I know how to read is telling me she's clean.

"What kind of something?" I say.

"The kind I'm not going to describe until I can hand it to you in documented form." She meets my eyes steadily. "Because if I tell you what direction I'm looking and I'm wrong, I've just handed you a reason to look the wrong way. And if I'm right—" she stops. "If I'm right, you'll understand why I needed to be certain before I said anything."

"Forty-eight hours," I say.

"Yes."

"And if I don't hear from you in forty-eight hours?"

"Then something went wrong." She says it simply, without drama. "And that will tell you something too."

I sit with that for a moment. The coffee shop noise around us — the espresso machine, low music, two people at the counter talking about something completely unrelated to any of this. The ordinary texture of a world that exists alongside the one we're sitting inside.

"The brother," I say. "David. If I need to verify—"

"His current number is on the second document. He'll answer. He won't be happy about it but he'll answer." She pauses. "Tell him Sofia said to be honest. He knows what that means."

I stand. Fold her documents into my inside jacket pocket. Look at her one more time.

She looks back and waits.

"Forty-eight hours," I say.

"I'll find you," she says. "Not through official channels."

I walk out.

The drive back takes fifty-five minutes and I spend most of it doing what Beth asked me to do in the meeting — actually thinking rather than confirming. Running Sofia's documents against the pattern I've been building. The brother's numbers against the call log timestamps. The parking garage angle against the photograph's framing.

The explanation is plausible.

Plausible isn't innocent. But it isn't guilty either, and somewhere between leaving Boston and crossing into New Hampshire I arrive at the uncomfortable understanding that I have been treating those two things as interchangeable and that Beth saw it before I did.

I check my mirrors. Nothing.

I think about what Sofia said about her thread. The careful way she described it — not what direction, not what she suspected, just that it was real and documented and forty-eight hours away. That's the language of someone protecting the integrity of their information, not someone constructing a cover story.

Or it's the language of someone who's very good at sounding like the former.

I turn onto the unmapped road and drive through the trees and I still don't have a clean answer and I've accepted that I'm not going to get one until Sofia hands me something in two days or doesn't.

The safehouse clearing. The building undisturbed. The curtains exactly as we left them.

I knock. Three short, two long, three short.

The dead bolt turns.

Beth opens the door and reads my face in two seconds with the accuracy that I have stopped being surprised by.

"You're not sure anymore," she says.

"I'm less certain than I was this morning." I come in, put Sofia's documents on the table. "Her brother. The parking garage contact was her brother — gambling debt, rotates numbers constantly. She can document it."

Beth sits down, pulls the documents toward her, reads through them. "The call timestamps match the numbers she gave you," she says after a moment.

"Yes."

"And the routing flag?"

"She admits she was wrong. Says being wrong isn't the same as being the mole." I lean back. "Which is correct."

Beth is quiet for a moment. "Did she say anything else?"

"She's been running her own thread. Has something in forty-eight hours she can put in front of me." I look at the table. "Wouldn't tell me what direction she was looking. Said if she told me and she was wrong it would just redirect my attention incorrectly."

"Do you believe her?"

I look at the documents. Then at Beth. "I believe she gave me something that's genuinely difficult to fabricate on short notice. I believe the explanation is plausible." I pause. "I don't know yet if plausible and true are the same thing."

"But you're less certain."

"Yes."

Beth looks at me. "That's more honest than this morning."

"You told me to actually listen."

"I did."

"I tried."

"That counts," she says.

I look at her. The afternoon light is thin through the curtain gaps and she's been alone in this safehouse all day, working, waiting, doing exactly what I asked without complaint. The patience she brings to it is not passive — I've understood that for days. It's active and chosen and it costs her something every day and she does it because she's decided to.

That is not a small thing.

"We should eat before we leave," I say.

She looks at me. "Tonight."

"Tonight."

The word changes the quality of the room.

"What time?" she says.

"Leave at eleven. Building goes quiet by midnight. We go in at one." I check my watch. "Five hours."

Beth closes the folder and goes to the kitchen.

She makes pasta from the last of what the safehouse can offer — dried pasta, a can of tomatoes, olive oil that's been in the cabinet since before either of us arrived. It shouldn't work as well as it does. I watch her move around the kitchen and realize she's made this place hers without either of us noticing it happening.

I set the table. Two plates, two forks, the last of the good coffee because tonight seems like the occasion for it.

We sit down and eat and for a few minutes neither of us talks. We don't need to. In a few hours we'll be in her apartment going through boxes she hasn't opened since before any of this started.

"Tell me about the apartment," I say.

She looks up. "You've been to the apartment."

"Tell me about it anyway."

She considers this — deciding, I think, how much of the real answer to give me. "I signed the lease the week after Richard and I reached the settlement terms," she says. "He offered the penthouse but I didn't want the penthouse. I wanted something that hadn't already been his." She wraps her hands around her coffee mug. "The first thing I did when I got the keys was open all the windows and play music as loud as the speaker would go. Jazz. The kind Richard hated." She pauses. "It felt like breathing."

"After two and a half years of not."

"Something like that." She looks at the table. "I repainted the spare bedroom myself. Took me a weekend. I'd never painted a room in my life because Richard always had people for that and before him I rented places that didn't allow it."She half-laughs. "I was terrible at it. There's a section behind the door where the coverage is completely uneven because I ran out of patience."

"What color?"

"Green. A very specific shade that I spent three weeks finding. Richard's colors were all neutrals — everything in the penthouse was white or grey or that particular shade of taupe that says I have money but I'm not going to make you feel bad about it." She looks up. "I wanted something that was a color."

I look at her across the table and think about a woman who spent two and a half years being decorative in a building that wasn't hers, who walked out with enough for an apartment and spent a weekend painting it herself and got the coverage wrong behind the door and kept it that way. The jazz records. The design books. The bookends. All the small deliberate choices of a life rebuilt from scratch.

And I'm the one who dragged her back into his world.

"Beth," I say.

She looks at me.

"I know what going back there costs," I say. "I know it's not the same as the penthouse but it's close enough that the geography sits wrong and I know that." I hold her gaze. "I want you to know that I know."

She's quiet for a moment. "I'm not fragile about it."

"I know you're not."

"It's just an apartment." She looks at the table, then back up. "It's just — I made it mine and now I'm going into it at one in the morning as part of a federal operation and there's something slightly—" she stops. "Dissonant. That's the word."

"Dissonant," I say.

"I chose that apartment because it was mine. Because Richard couldn't walk into it." She wraps both hands around the mug. "And now we're going in because of Richard. Because of what he did. And I know that's not the same as him actually being there but—" she stops again. Looks out toward the curtained window. "It's his reach. Still reaching."

I reach across the table and put my hand over hers. The same way I did days ago when she said she was fine and I let her. She turns her hand over this time and holds mine and neither of us says anything for a moment.

"When it's done," I say. "When this is actually over. You should play the jazz as loud as it goes and paint whatever room you want and not go into that building for reasons that have anything to do with Richard Ashworth ever again."

She looks at me. "Is that a promise?"

"It's the closest thing to one I can make right now."

She squeezes my hand once. Then: "The pasta is getting cold."

"Yes."

We eat. I clear the bowls and she washes them and for a few minutes it's just that — a kitchen, a routine, the two of us moving around each other like this is something we've always done.

"Ready?" I say, when she sets the last bowl on the rack.

She turns. Looks at me with the expression that I have no adequate language for and have stopped trying to find.

"Almost," she says. And she crosses to me and takes my face in her hands the way I do to her — deliberate, full of intention — and she kisses me once, slow and certain, and I put my hands at her waist and hold on and let it be what it is.

Then she steps back. "Now I'm ready."

We leave at eleven fifteen.

Beth is in dark clothes, hair back, bag with the essentials — laptop, documents we've already built, the burner phone. I have my weapon and a small kit: gloves, a penlight, a second burner. Neither of us speaks much on the way to the car.

I've never gone into an operation with Beth before. Not physically. Not like this.

I check the mirrors pulling out of the clearing. Nothing behind us on the unmapped road. I run the counter-surveillance route for twelve minutes before I'm satisfied and settle onto the southbound highway.

Forty minutes of driving. Beth watching the road, occasionally the mirror, her hands in her lap.

Twenty minutes out from Boston I reach over without thinking about it and put my hand on her leg.

She looks at me.

"Nervous?" I say.

"No."

"Liar."

The corner of her mouth twitches. "I'm fine."

We both know she's not. Neither of us pushes it.

I keep my hand where it is. We drive. The highway lights passing in steady rhythm, the city building on the horizon. She's quiet beside me, thinking about something she's not saying.

I move my hand.

Not toward her knee and not toward the gearshift. Deliberate, slow, inward along her thigh.

She goes completely still.

"Chase."

"Tell me to stop," I say. Watching the road.

She doesn't tell me to stop.

eep my eyes on the highway and I find what I'm looking for through the denim and I feel her breath catch. Her hands go flat on her thighs and she stares straight ahead like nothing is happening.

"Don't talk," I say. "Just feel it."

"We're on the highway."

"I know where we are."

I undo the button of her jeans with my free hand. She sucks in a breath. I pull the zipper down and slide my hand inside her underwear and she's already wet and the sound she makes when my fingers find her clit is worth every traffic law I'm about to break.

"Stay still," I say.

She tries. Her hips move anyway, rocking against my hand, and I push two fingers inside her and she grabs my wrist.

"Hands off," I say.

She lets go. Grips the edge of the seat instead. I fuck her with my fingers, slow, keeping my eyes on the road, and she's biting her lip so hard I'm surprised she's not drawing blood. Every few seconds a small sound escapes that she can't catch in time.

She turns her head and looks at me and her eyes drop to my lap and I'm so hard it hurts. She's close — I can feel it in the way she's tightening around my fingers, her hips moving on their own, and watching her come apart in the passenger seat is about to end me.

I pull my hand out of her jeans.

"Chase — what—"

"I need to be inside you right now." I scan the highway — service road half a mile up. I take it without signaling, the car dropping onto a maintenance access lane behind a stand of trees. Cut the engine.

I'm out of the car before she is. She meets me at the passenger side and I spin her around, press her against the car. Her hands flat on the cold metal. I yank her jeans and underwear down to her thighs — not all the way, just enough — and she hears my zipper and pushes back against me.

"Impatient," I say.

"You started this."

I push inside her in one stroke and she cries out into the dark. I don't wait. I fuck her hard against the side of the car, one hand gripping her hip, the other braced on the roof, and she's so wet from the highway that every thrust is obscene.

"God — Chase—"

"You've been this wet since the highway," I say against her ear. "Since I got my hand in your jeans. You would have let me make you cum right there in the passenger seat."

"Yes — fuck — yes—"

It's fast and desperate and exactly what we both need. The cold air, the highway in the distance, and Beth is loud — moaning with every thrust, not caring, not trying to hide it. I reach around and press my fingers against her clit and she screams. Her legs shake, she's barely standing, and the sound of her coming undone in the open air pushes me over. I bury myself deep and cum inside her, groaning against her back, and neither of us gives a shit who hears it.

We stay like that for a second. Breathing. Her hands still on the car.

I pull out and she shivers. My cum is already leaking out down her thigh. I tuck myself back in, zip up. She pulls her jeans up despite the mess i made, and turns around and leans against the car and looks at me and we're both a mess and it's cold and we have a job to do in twenty minutes.

"The apartment," she says.

"I know."

"We should go."

I press my mouth to her temple. "I know."

We get back in the car.

I check the road before I pull out. Clear. I merge back onto the highway and Boston sits on the horizon and the operation sits in the front of my mind where it belongs, and Beth is beside me with her hand on mine on the gearshift and neither of us speaks for the last twenty minutes of the drive.

The service entrance is exactly where Beth said it would be.

We park three blocks away in an unmonitored lot and walk to the building through the alley that runs behind the adjacent structure. Beth is steady beside me.

The service door. She punches in the code. The door opens.

We take the stairs. Second floor, then the interior stairwell to her floor. Beth moves through the dark of the building with the ease of familiarity — this is her space, she knows every sound it makes, every degree of resistance in every door.

We reach her apartment. She keys it open.

She stops in the doorway for just a moment — one beat, two — before she steps inside.

I don't rush her.

The apartment smells closed. Five days of still air. Her things are exactly where she left them — bookends, design books, jazz records by the turntable. Undisturbed.

She stands in the middle of her living room and I watch her look at all of it.

She moves through the apartment checking windows and curtains. But I can see the other thing too — her eyes catching on the bookends, the records, the green bedroom door at the end of the hall. Making sure it's all still hers.

Richard's reach came here tonight and she walked in anyway.

I put my hand briefly on her shoulder.

She doesn't startle. She just puts her hand over mine for a moment — brief, present, a full communication compressed into two seconds. Then she steps forward.

"Spare bedroom," she says quietly. "Back of the hall."

I do a sweep of the remaining rooms. Clear.

Beth is already at the spare bedroom closet when I come back, the penlight throwing a narrow beam across three cardboard boxes stacked against the back wall. She hasn't opened them yet.

I come to stand beside her.

The boxes are labeled in her handwriting. The top one says R — correspondence, early. The second: R — business, pre-2015. The third, smallest, says only misc.

"You packed these yourself," I say. It isn't a question.

"His assistant asked for the full archive." She keeps her voice low. "I kept some of the older material. I don't know exactly why." She stops. "Something made me."

"Good instinct."

She looks at the boxes. Then at me. "I haven't opened them."

"I know."

She reaches out and touches the top box — just her fingertips on the cardboard, a brief contact, like she's checking that it's real. Then she lifts it onto the spare bed and opens it.

"Let's see what he kept," she says.


ORIGINAL ARCHITECTURE


Richard kept everything.

I knew this about him during the marriage the way you know things about someone you live with — not because you looked, but because it was just there. His assistant managed the current files. The older material, the things that predated his public life, he kept himself. Boxes that traveled with him from property to property, never handed to anyone else, sitting in closets and spare bedrooms. He couldn't throw them away and he wouldn't open them.

Three of those boxes are in my spare bedroom closet.

I'm opening them now.

Chase does the perimeter check while I start on the first box. I hear him moving through the rooms — bedroom, bathroom, kitchen — and the routine of it steadies me. He knows what he's doing. We both do.

But being here is different than I expected. I'm sitting on the floor of my green bedroom in the dark with a penlight and latex gloves going through boxes I've been avoiding for six months, surrounded by the life I rebuilt after Richard, taking apart the evidence of what he actually was.

It is strange to be doing this here rather than anywhere else. Stranger than I expected.

I get the first box open.

The top layer is corporate material from the early years of Ashworth Global — before the company became the thing that appears in shipping industry databases and federal investigation files. Incorporation documents, early board correspondence, financial statements from when the company was small enough that its accounts fit on two pages. I go through each document methodically, setting things into two piles in the penlight beam: things that register as potentially significant and things that need more context before I can assess them.

The second pile is considerably larger than the first.

Chase comes back and sits down on the floor beside me. Looks at what I've found.

"Anything yet?" he says quietly.

"Early Ashworth Global. The first two years." I hand him the stack from the potentially significant pile. "Board correspondence. There are names in here that keep recurring — I don't recognize them but they appear across multiple documents."

He takes the stack, goes through it with the focused speed of someone who knows what he's looking for even when he doesn't know he's found it. "Hargrove and Associates," he says, holding up a letter. "That's a Boston firm. Dissolved in 2019." He photographs it, sets it aside. "These board names — Petersen, Wicklow, Muir — they're all incorporated entities, not individuals. Shell directors."

"Which means the real ownership is obscured from the beginning."

"Yes." He hands the stack back. "From the very first filing. Someone knew enough about corporate structure to build the concealment in at the foundation level." He looks at the box. "Keep going."

I keep going.

The middle layer is denser — older paper, yellowed. Financial records from accounts I don't recognize, correspondence in languages I can't identify, contracts with company names I copy into my notebook.

"Chase." I hold up a document. "This is a shipping contract. But the date—" I check it. "This is from 2006. Ashworth Global's logistics division didn't exist until 2011."

He takes it. Reads. His jaw shifts slightly. "The company named in the contract isn't Ashworth Global." He looks more closely. "It's a subsidiary I've never seen in any filing. Registered in Cyprus." He photographs it. "A Cyprus shell company running shipping contracts in 2006 that use the same Eastern European routes Ashworth Global adopted five years later." He hands it back. "He didn't build a logistics company and then establish routes. He had the routes already. He built the company around infrastructure that was already operational."

I sit with that for a moment in the dark of my spare bedroom.

I married a man who by the time I met him had been running a criminal network for over a decade, had built a legitimate corporation specifically to provide cover for it, and had cultivated a public image as a philanthropist and businessman with the same methodical attention he gave to concealing what was underneath. I knew none of it.

I believed all of it.

I've known the shape of what Richard is since the night Chase told me. The investigation, the foundation files, thirty-four missing women. I know what he is.

But knowing something and holding documented proof of it in your gloved hands are not the same thing. This has a date on it. Richard's handwriting in the margins. It was already in motion when I walked into a gallery opening four years ago and believed I was meeting a man who wanted me.

He wanted a face for the right events and a woman who could stand next to him at charity dinners and make him look like the thing he was performing.

I was very good at the job. I just didn't know I had it.

"Beth." Chase's voice, quiet.

I look up.

He's watching me. "Where are you?" he says.

"Here." I fold the Cyprus document. Put it in the significant pile. "I'm here."

"You went somewhere for a minute."

"I was thinking about the gallery opening." I look at the pile. "Where I met him. How deliberate it must have been." I pause. "He approached me. I thought it was — I thought I was interesting to him. I thought he saw something." I stop. "He was looking for something specific and I fit the category."

Chase is quiet for a moment. "You were interesting to him," he says carefully. "That's not mutually exclusive with him being what he is."

"It doesn't matter."

"I think it does." He looks at me. "The version where you were nothing to him hurts less right now. But you weren't nothing, Beth. That doesn't make what he did less — it makes it more. He knew what he was doing."

I don't say anything for a while.

"Keep going," I say. Not a deflection. A choice.

He nods. Understands the difference.

I go back into the box.

The bottom of the first box is personal rather than corporate — photographs and correspondence that belong to Richard's life rather than his business. I go through the photographs carefully. Richard in his thirties, the hungry-edged younger version of the man I knew. Parties, dinners, events. Faces I don't recognize. Two or three that I almost recognize — charity events, industry functions, the edges of Richard's social circle that I was decorative to but never inside.

I study them longer than I need to.

The younger Richard is recognizable but different. Same bone structure, same bearing, but less finished. The performance hadn't settled into him yet. Or maybe it had and I'm just looking for something that was never there.

I don't know. I don't think I ever will.

I set the photographs aside and reach the bottom.

A folded piece of paper, handwritten, no envelope. I open it carefully, aware of its age.

Richard's handwriting — younger here, less practiced. The version before it became the assured script I spent two and a half years reading on anniversary cards and kitchen counter notes that always managed to sound like instructions even when they were trying to be warm.

The note is a list of names and numbers. Not financial numbers — coordinates, maybe, or codes. I can't decode it. I photograph it and fold it back the way it was and put it in the significant pile.

"First box done," I say.

Chase looks at his watch. "Twenty-two minutes. Good pace." He looks at me. "You all right?"

"Yes."

He holds my gaze for one beat longer than the question requires. Then: "Okay."

I reach for the second box.

The second box is heavier.

I know from the weight of it that this one is different. When I open it the smell is old paper and dust and something deeper, like time compressed into cardboard.

The top layer is correspondence — international, from the postmarks, spanning roughly five years in the mid-2000s. I can identify Romanian and Ukrainian postmarks among others. The letters themselves are in languages I can't read — Cyrillic characters that I recognize without being able to decode. I photograph each envelope and each letter without opening the ones that are still sealed, marking them in my notebook by postmark and date.

"These are going to need translation," I say.

"I know someone," Chase says. He doesn't elaborate. I've learned this means it's a resource he'll access through a channel he doesn't want to specify right now, which is fine. The channel matters less than the content.

Underneath the correspondence is a layer of what appear to be financial records — ledgers, handwritten, the kind of record-keeping that predates whatever digital system Ashworth Global moved to when it formalized. I hand these to Chase because he has the context to read them and I don't, and I watch his face as he goes through them in the penlight beam.

He goes still. Whatever he's found, it's bad.

"What is it?" I say.

"Payment records." He keeps his eyes on the page. "Going back to the early ninties. Cash transactions, amounts in dollar equivalents alongside what look like Eastern European currency values." He turns a page. "These aren't business payments. The amounts are too irregular, the recipients are listed only by initials or codes." He looks up. "This is the financial record of the network being built. Not Ashworth Global — the thing underneath it."

"How far back?"

"The earliest date I can see is October 1993." He holds my gaze. "Thirty years, Beth. This network has been running for thirty years."

I look at the ledger in his hands.

Thirty years.

Richard was twenty-four in 1993. Whatever this is, whatever Ashworth Global was built to cover, it started when Richard was a young man with ambition and no legitimate means of satisfying it yet. It started before his first marriage. Before Chase was born. Before any of the lives this network has destroyed had the chance to be destroyed.

Chase was born into a world where this already existed. Where his father was already this. He grew up in a house where the man at the head of the table was already running payment records through Eastern European accounts and drawing shipping routes by hand on graph paper and building the infrastructure of something that would eventually kill a thirty-one year old dock worker and make thirty-four women disappear.

He grew up in that house. Lost his mother in it. And now he's holding proof in his hands of what his father was doing there. I can see what it costs him.

I reach across and put my hand on his arm. Just briefly. Just present.

He looks at me.

I don't say anything. There's nothing to say that's equal to it and I've learned that he doesn't need me to try. He just needs me to be here, in the same room, knowing what I know.

He puts his hand over mine for a moment. Then he goes back to the ledger.

I reach back into the box.

The middle layer yields more correspondence, more financial records, property documents in Eastern European jurisdictions. I photograph everything. Chase takes what he can read and sets aside what needs translation. We work in silence, the division automatic by now.

This is the thing I couldn't have anticipated when Chase first sat across from me at a breakfast table asking careful questions about my marriage. That it would come to this — the two of us on the floor of my spare bedroom in the dark, going through the evidence of everything Richard hid, and that it would feel like something shared rather than something done to me.

He used me to access these boxes once. That is still true and I haven't forgotten it and I'm not going to. But he's here now, beside me, and that means something different than it did.

At the bottom of the second box, in a plastic sleeve that has protected it from the slight moisture damage affecting some of the older papers, is a map.

I hold it up.

It's hand-drawn — pencil on graph paper, the kind of thing you draw when you can't put it anywhere official. Eastern European coastline, port cities marked with small circles, lines connecting them. Numbers beside each line that I don't have the context to decode.

"Chase."

He takes it. Holds the penlight close. Goes still.

"Shipping routes," he says. "Hand-drawn. Pre-Ashworth Global." He traces a line with his finger without touching the paper. "Constanta. Odessa. Istanbul. Piraeus." He traces another. "Varna. Split. Ancona." He looks at me. "This is the original network map. Before the legitimate infrastructure existed to run it through." He pauses. "Whoever drew this knew exactly where the cargo was going and how it was going to get there. This wasn't improvised. This was planned."

His voice is very quiet.

I look at the map. The small circles over port cities. The connecting lines that are just pencil on graph paper and represent thirty years of — I stop the thought before it finishes because finishing it doesn't help anything right now.

"He drew this himself," I say.

Chase looks at me. "What makes you think that?"

"The handwriting on the numbers." I point without touching. "The way he writes the sevens. I know his handwriting. That's his."

Chase is quiet for a moment, looking at the map. "Then he wasn't just the money," he says slowly. "He was the architect. From the beginning." He straightens. "The whole time we've been building this case we've been working with the assumption that Richard came in at the business end — that someone else built the network and he provided the corporate infrastructure. But if he drew this—"

"Then he built it," I say. "Or he built it with someone. But he was there. He knew what the lines meant."

Chase photographs the map. Slides it carefully back into the document sleeve. His movements are precise, careful, the same care he gives everything that matters. He adds it to the significant pile and looks at his watch.

"Forty-eight minutes total," he says. "We have time for the third box if we're efficient."

I reach for the third box.

I have the lid off and my hands on the first layer of documents when Chase's phone lights up on the floor beside him.

He picks it up.

I watch his face.

The phone screen lights his face in the dark. I watch him read it. Whatever it says, it takes him a second longer than usual to control his expression.

He looks up at me.

"Kozlov," he says.

I wait.

Found dead in his cell." Flat. "An hour ago. Preliminary ruling is self-inflicted."

The apartment is completely silent.

I look at him. He looks at me. Kozlov is dead in a federal holding cell an hour from here, and neither of us believes the word self-inflicted.

"He didn't," I say.

"No." Chase is already on his feet, picking up the pile. "He didn't. And whoever made sure he didn't is going to know we were building on him." He looks at me. "Which means they're going to start looking at what other paths we have."

I understand immediately.

The boxes. Richard's history. What we came here for.

I'm on my feet before he finishes the thought, reaching for the third box, assessing what we can carry. Chase is already at the first box, resealing it, stacking it against the second.

"Everything," I say.

"Everything we can manage." He looks at the three boxes. "Both of us carrying. We take the stairs, not the elevator. Same route out."

"The third box isn't finished."

It comes with us. We finish it at the safehouse." He picks up the pile and his jacket. "Two minutes. Only what you came with."

I look around the apartment one more time. My things in the dark, waiting.

I pick up my bag.

"Ready," I say.

We go out the way we came in.

I lead because I know this building — which stairs creak, where the light sensor has a blind spot, how long the service door takes to lock behind you. Chase follows with two boxes. I take the third. We're out in under a minute.

The service entrance. The alley. Three blocks to the car, checking every corner. The city is almost still at this hour.

Nothing follows us. Nothing I can see.

We get the boxes in the trunk. Chase starts the car and we're moving before either of us has said a word.

He takes a longer route than necessary — extra turns, a pause at a light he could have made. Checking. After ten minutes he settles onto the highway heading north.

Nothing followed us.

Beth is looking out the passenger window. She's been in that apartment for forty minutes going through the wreckage of a marriage she survived, and I'm the one who put her there, and Kozlov is dead in a federal cell because someone made sure he'd never talk.

I check the mirrors. Clear.

Beth is quiet for a while. Then: "Kozlov didn't kill himself."

"No."

"Someone with access to that facility made a call."

"Yes."

She doesn't say anything else. She doesn't need to. We're both looking at the same short list and neither of us is ready to say the names out loud.

We drive in silence for a few miles. Then she says: "The third box."

"I know."

"The first two were organized. Documents, records, correspondence — Richard filed those with intention. The third one he labeled misc." She looks at me. "Richard didn't do miscellaneous. Everything had a category. When something didn't fit, it meant the category didn't exist yet."

"Or it was too important for one."

"He kept it," she says. "So it wasn't unimportant."

The safehouse exit is fifteen minutes ahead. The third box is in the trunk. In a few hours we'll know what Richard couldn't throw away.


EXPOSED GROUND


We get back to the safehouse just before four.

I do the perimeter check before I let Beth out of the car — full circuit of the building in the dark, checking ground disturbance, the shed lock, every window. The pine trees are completely still. No tire tracks in the dirt beside ours. The combination lock on the shed is exactly as I left it. The false stone by the front step undisturbed.

Clean.

I come back to the car. Beth is already out, standing in the cold with her bag over her shoulder, reading my expression as I cross the clearing.

"Clear," I say.

She nods. Opens the trunk.

We carry the boxes inside in two trips — Beth takes the third box, the one we didn't finish, and I take the first two and the document folder. Inside, the safehouse smells the way it always does now — coffee and pine and the quiet of a place that's become ours without either of us planning it. We've been afraid here and worked here and said things at three in the morning that we couldn't take back. It's not home. But it's close to something.

I look at the kitchen table. The two mugs from earlier. Her notebook open to the Petrov page. The burner phone on the left side of the rack where she always puts it.

Small evidence of a life being lived in the margins of something larger than it.

I lock the door. Check the windows. Draw every curtain that isn't already drawn.

Beth has the third box on the kitchen table. She turns on the kitchen light — too bright for four in the morning but necessary — and sits down.

"Coffee," I say.

"Yes."

I make coffee because it's the only useful thing I can do right now. She opens the third box.

We don't talk about Kozlov yet. It sits at the back of everything — present, heavy, waiting. But the box is in front of us and that's what we can do something about right now.

I bring the coffee to the table and sit down across from her.

She looks up. "Ready?"

"Yeah," I say.

Viktor Kozlov was fifty-three years old.

He survived the kind of environment that kills most people who enter it. He did not survive a federal holding cell in Boston on a Tuesday night

Self-inflicted. Neither of us believes that.

I think about who had access to that facility tonight. The list of people with both the access and the authority to influence a preliminary ruling before a medical examiner gets involved is not long. I've been running it since the text came through and it keeps producing the same short answer.

Kozlov knew he was being taken care of. He sat in that interrogation room like a man with a guarantee. And the guarantee was honored — just not in the way he expected it to be.

Someone told him to sit tight. Someone with access, someone he trusted, someone who had the authority to reach him inside a federal holding facility and deliver a message that made him feel safe enough to stay quiet.

The same someone who then made sure he stayed quiet permanently.

I put it aside. The box is what I can do something about right now.

I drink my coffee and I focus on the work.

The third box is the densest of the three.

Beth had the lid off and her hands on the first layer when Kozlov's death broke on my phone. We got maybe thirty seconds of actual examination before we were packing and moving. Now, in the kitchen light with the safehouse locked and the trees still outside, we go through it properly.

The top layer is similar to the second box — correspondence, financial records, documents in multiple languages. But older. The paper is more deteriorated, the edges more worn, the smell of age more pronounced. Whatever this layer represents, it predates everything in the first two boxes by at least five years.

Beth works through the correspondence while I take the financial records. Halfway through she stops.

"Chase."

Something in her voice makes me look up. She's holding a manila envelope, unsealed, and she's looking at what she's pulled out of it with an expression I haven't seen before.

She sets them on the table between us. Photographs.

My mother.

I don't move for a second. There are maybe a dozen of them, loose, unorganized — the only thing in this box that isn't filed or labelled or stored with intention. Just photographs tossed into an envelope like someone couldn't decide whether to keep them or destroy them and chose neither.

She's young in these. Younger than I've ever seen her. There's one of her standing in a doorway somewhere sunny, laughing at whoever's behind the camera, her hair loose and her hand up like she's trying to block the shot. One of her and Richard on what looks like a boat — she's tan and he's got his arm around her and they look like any young couple with their whole life ahead of them. There's one of her alone on a beach, looking away from the camera, and something about the composition of it — the distance, the angle — makes it feel like she didn't know she was being photographed.

I pick that one up.

Beth sits quietly across the table. She doesn't say anything. She doesn't touch any of them. She just waits.

I don't remember her like this. Not her face at twenty-something on a beach looking at the water like she had all the time in the world.

Richard kept these. Buried under thirty years of paperwork, he kept photographs of her.

I don't know what to do with that.

"Can I see?" Beth says softly.

I slide them across the table. She goes through them slowly, carefully, the way she handles everything that matters. She stops on the one in the doorway.

"She was beautiful," she says.

"Yeah."

"You have her eyes."

I didn't know that. I've never had enough photographs to compare. I look at the one in Beth's hand and my eyes burn and I let them.

Beth gets up and comes around the table and puts her arms around me from behind. Doesn't say anything. Just stays there.

After a minute I take a breath. Pick up the beach photograph and put it in my jacket pocket. The rest I slide back into the envelope.

We sit with the quiet for a moment. Then I push the box back toward the center of the table.

"Okay," I say. "Keep going."

My back channel result comes in just after five.

The burner buzzes on the table — the one I use for contacts that don't run through official channels. I pick it up.

The message is from a contact I'll call D — a forensic financial analyst who works for an international regulatory body and who owes me a favor I've been carrying for three years and have never called in until now. I sent D the Petrov registration details two days ago with a single request: find the man behind the name.

The message is four lines. I read it twice.

Beth looks up from the correspondence.

"What?" she says.

I turn the phone toward her.

She reads it and looks at me.

"Petrov doesn't exist," she says.

"No." I lean forward. "Aleksandr Petrov is a constructed identity. Fabricated documentation, false history, a name that exists on paper and nowhere else. D traced the original registration agent — a Bulgarian notary whose records were digitized in 2018. Those records show the Petrov identity was built using documentation from a Ukrainian source." I pause. "D cross-referenced the formatting, the legal language used in the Petrov incorporation against known Volkov-adjacent corporate filings in three jurisdictions. It's a match. The same person built both."

Beth is very still. "Petrov and Volkov are the same person."

"Yeah."

She looks at the phone. Then at me. "Which means the logistics company in the foundation distribution chain—"

"Was Volkov's company." I let that sink in. "Registered under a false identity, timed to the exact same window as Ashworth Global's incorporation." I look at the table. "Volkov didn't come into this network later. He built it. At the same time Richard built Ashworth Global. Because they built it together."

The kitchen is very quiet.

Beth is looking at the phone on the table.

"Then everything we built the investigation on is wrong," she says.

"The entire structure is inverted." I sit back. "Richard at the top, Kozlov coordinating below him, Volkov as a mid-level operator — that's what our case file says. That's what eighteen months of investigation produced." I look at her. "But Richard has never been at the top. Richard is the face. The legitimate layer. The man whose name goes on the incorporation documents and attends the charity galas and builds the kind of public credibility that makes a shipping company look exactly like what it claims to be." I pause. "The man who marries the right women and makes sure they're visible at the right events and never look too closely at what they're standing next to."

I hear the end of that sentence.

I see Beth hear it.

She doesn't look away. "I know," she says quietly. "I know what I was."

"Beth—"

"I'm not asking you to soften it." Her voice is even. "I knew what he wanted me for by the end of the marriage. I'm just—" she stops. Looks at the phone. At the four lines from D that have just restructured eighteen months of work. "I'm just sitting with the fact that the thing I was useful for — being visible, being credible, being the right kind of wife at the right kind of events — that usefulness extended further than I understood." She looks up. "The charity galas. The foundation events. I helped him build that credibility. Specifically. I made it more convincing."

"You didn't know."

"No." She looks at me steadily. "But the network benefited from me not knowing. My ignorance was part of the design." A pause. "I don't have words for what that feels like yet."

I look at her across the table and think about a woman standing in a gallery four years ago believing she was being seen, and a man crossing the room toward her who had already calculated what she was worth.

"When this is over," I say, "the testimony you give about those events — the foundation galas, what you witnessed — is going to be part of what brings it down. The thing he used you for is going to be the thing that dismantles it." I look at her. "Your credibility, your detail, your memory. Everything that made you useful to his performance is going to end it."

She holds my eyes and I can see something shift behind them.

"I know," she says finally. Quieter than before. "I know." She reaches for her coffee. "Keep going."

"Volkov has been running this network for thirty years from a position of total invisibility," I say. "He doesn't appear in corporate filings because he uses constructed identities. He doesn't appear in intelligence databases because the name Dmitri Volkov appears in our records as a second-tier coordinator, which means if anyone ran a check they'd find a low-level operator and stop looking." I pause. "He's been hiding in plain sight inside our own case file."

Beth looks at D's four lines again. "And whoever burned the operation—"

"Wasn't protecting Richard." I finish it. "They were protecting Volkov. Richard is replaceable — he's the legitimate face and there are other legitimate faces available. But a thirty-year criminal network built with this level of structural sophistication, with this kind of documented financial infrastructure—" I pause. "That's not something you replace. That's something you protect at any cost."

"Including burning an eighteen-month federal investigation."

"Including that." I look at the table. "Including making sure Viktor Kozlov doesn't have the opportunity to tell anyone what he knows about the man above Richard."

Neither of us says anything for a moment.

Then Beth reaches for the third box.

"We need to keep going," she says.

We work through the middle layer of the third box in the next hour.

More financial records, older and more deteriorated than the previous boxes. Property documents — actual physical property, not corporate registrations, deeds and transfer documents for real estate in Romania, Bulgaria, Ukraine. I photograph everything and flag the ones that show property acquisition patterns consistent with what I know about trafficking network infrastructure: isolated rural properties, coastal properties, warehouses and storage facilities in port-adjacent locations.

The bottom layer of the box is where the personal material lives.

I can feel the shift as we reach it — the documents become less corporate, less formal. This isn't filed material. This is what gets put in a box because you can't throw it away but you don't know what to do with it.

Photographs. Loose, mixed with handwritten notes and personal letters and a small leather-bound notebook that Beth reaches for immediately.

She opens it.

"Chase," she says. "Look at this."

"Dates and initials," she says. "Going back to 1995. The same format as the coded list from the first box." She turns a page. "Chase. The initials repeat. RA, DV, VK." She looks up. "Richard. Dmitri Volkov. Viktor Kozlov."

"All three of them. Connected from 1995."

This is a record of meetings." She turns pages slowly, reading each entry before moving on. "Locations, dates, initials. Thirty years of meetings recorded in a notebook that Richard kept in a box he carried with him through every property he owned." She sets it flat on the table, begins photographing each page. "He never got rid of it. He carried it for thirty years."

"Because it's proof," I say. "Not proof against him — proof of the relationship. The three of them, from the beginning." I look at the notebook. "You keep something like this because you need to know it's real. Because the thing you've built is large enough and long enough that you need documentation of your own place in it."

Beth looks at me over the notebook. "Or because you don't entirely trust the other people in it."

"Or that," I say.

We work through the photographs while Beth finishes photographing the notebook. Most of them are Richard in his twenties and thirties — the hungry-edged younger version I've been seeing all night, at events and dinners and locations I can't immediately identify. Some are outdoor settings, rural — the kind of places that don't appear in society pages. Several show groups of men I don't recognize, together in a way that isn't social or professional. Something else. Something purposeful.

I'm photographing each one when the light in the kitchen changes.

Not the overhead light. Something outside.

I'm at the window with my weapon drawn before the thought completes itself.

The curtains are closed. I approach from the side, not the front, and use one finger to create a gap at the curtain's edge that's wide enough to see through and narrow enough to not be visible from outside.

The clearing.

The trees.

And at the far edge of the property, where the unmapped road emerges from the tree line, a vehicle.

Dark colored. Stationary. No lights.

Parked. Not passing through.

"Beth." I keep my voice low. "Stand up. Don't come to the window."

Her chair moves. She doesn't ask questions.

"Vehicle at the road. No lights, no movement. I don't know how long it's been there."

"Could be a hunter?"

"At five-thirty in the morning with no lights."

Silence.

I let the curtain fall. Turn to the room.

Beth is already moving — eyes on the boxes, the laptop, the burners. The weapons locker.

"We're leaving," I say.

She nods and is already on the move.

Laptop into her bag. Documents. Both burner phones. The folder goes under her arm. She works fast and quiet. I go to the weapons locker — both handguns, ammunition, the tactical knife — and I'm back at the table in forty seconds.

"The boxes," she says.

"They come with us." I check the window one more time through the curtain gap. The vehicle hasn't moved. "Everything we can carry."

"Chase." She's looking at me. "Who is it?"

"I don't know." And that is the truest thing I've said all night. I don't know if it's Richard's people or Volkov's people or someone else entirely. I don't know how they found this property — whether they followed us from Boston, whether they triangulated from something I used or someone I called, whether the safehouse was never as clean as I believed it was. I don't know which channel is safe, which contact to call, which direction doesn't run through someone whose position in all of this I can no longer be certain of.

I don't know.

And standing here being watched by an unknown vehicle after a night of finding out that everything I built this investigation on was wrong — I don't know. And I don't know which of the things I think I know I can still trust.

"We take the shed vehicle," I say. "Different plates, different make, not connected to either of us. We go out the back — there's a fire road behind the tree line that runs east. We load the boxes in two minutes and we go."

She picks up the third box. I take the first two.

We go.

The shed vehicle is a 2017 Ford Escape, dark blue, Bureau-plated with registration that traces to a defunct operational budget line. I get it started while Beth loads the boxes into the back. Sixty seconds. She gets in. I pull out of the shed slowly, no lights, around the back of the building and into the tree line where the fire road begins.

The fire road runs east for approximately a mile before it intersects with a county road that I mapped three days ago as a secondary exit route in the event the primary approach was compromised. I drive it in the dark, the tree canopy tight overhead, branches occasionally catching the roof of the Escape.

Beth is looking at the side mirror.

"Still there?" I say.

"I can't see it from here." She keeps her eyes on the mirror. "But if they have any kind of tracking capability—"

"Then they know which direction we went." I take the intersection onto the county road, heading east. "Which is why we're not going anywhere predictable."

"Where are we going?"

I think about the options. Every option I have runs through someone. Miller. Sofia — who has forty-eight hours before she's supposed to hand me something. The back-channel contacts I've been using, D among them, whose communication I can't be certain wasn't accessed by whoever is watching the safehouse.

"I need to make a call," I say. "One contact I haven't used yet. Someone completely outside the official structure." I check the mirror. Dark road behind us, no lights. "There's a man named Harker. He was Bureau, retired eight years ago, long before the Ashworth investigation opened. He doesn't exist in any system that connects to this case."

"You trust him?"

"I trust him the way I trust things I can verify independently," I say. "Which is the only way I'm trusting anything right now."

Beth absorbs this. She's looking through the windshield at the county road opening in the headlights, the flat farmland on both sides, the first suggestion of grey on the eastern horizon that means dawn is maybe an hour away. She has been awake for close to twenty-four hours. So have I. The third box is in the back seat of a car we weren't supposed to be driving, and we haven't finished going through it, and somewhere on the road behind us is a vehicle we don't know the origin of.

"The notebook," she says. "The meeting records."

"I know."

"RA, DV, VK. Thirty years." She looks at me. "If Volkov is the architect — if Richard is the face — then who burned the operation?"

I keep my eyes on the road.

Beth is quiet beside me. Waiting.

"I know," I say. Because she's right and I've been arriving at it for days. "I know."

We drive east into the coming dawn and the third box is in the back seat with whatever is still in it that we haven't reached yet, and the notebook is in the document sleeve with thirty years of meetings recorded in Richard's hand, and somewhere in the past hour everything I thought I knew about who is on which side of this has shifted again.

I check the mirror.

Nothing behind us.

Nothing visible behind us.

The difference between those two things is the one I can't stop thinking about.


CLEAN EXIT


The fire road runs east for about three miles before it connects to a state highway. I walked it three years ago on my second day at the safehouse — mapped the exits before I needed them. At the time it was habit. Right now it's the only reason I know where we're going.

I keep the headlights off for the first quarter mile.

The fire road is just wide enough for the Escape, branches pressing against both sides, the track uneven beneath us. I drive slowly, one hand on the wheel, watching the tree line on both sides for any sign that we're not alone in the dark. Beth is in the passenger seat with her bag in her lap, staring at the road ahead.

I've learned what her quiet looks like by now. It's not that she has nothing to say. It's that she's choosing when to say it, which takes more discipline than most people realize.

"Still no lights on it?" she says.

"No. It didn't move when we left." I check the mirror. Nothing behind us — just the fire road disappearing into black. "Which means either they didn't see us go, or they saw us go and they're not following because they don't need to."

"Because they already know where we're going."

"That's one possibility."

"What's the other?"

"That it was nothing. A hunter. Someone using the road." I keep my eyes forward. "I don't believe that. But it's a possibility."

Beth is quiet for a moment. "You made the right call either way."

"The right call either way was to leave." I find the forestry road and turn onto it. Headlights on. "I'm not sitting in a compromised location trying to figure out if a threat is real while you're in the building."

She looks at me. I keep my eyes on the road.

We've had this argument before. Neither of us won.

"Where are we going?" she says.

"I'm working on it."

"I'm gonna call Harker," I say. "Not yet. I want distance first. Twenty minutes on the highway, counter-surveillance pattern, confirm we're clean." I check the mirror again. Still nothing. "Then I call."

"Tell me about Harker."

I take the turn onto the secondary state road, heading south. The trees thin on both sides, the flat grey of farmland opening up in the early dawn light.

"James Harker. He was Bureau for twenty-two years — retired eight years ago." I check the mirror by habit. Empty road. "We worked together briefly when I was a first-year agent. He was closing out his last case and I was doing grunt work on an adjacent financial fraud matter. He's thorough, he's private, and he has no reason to be connected to anyone in Richard's network or anyone who's been managing this case."

"Does he know what you're working on?"

"He knows I'm working something significant. He reached out about a year ago — he'd seen Ashworth Global come up in something he was consulting on, fraud-adjacent, nothing that connected to trafficking. He flagged it to me as a courtesy." I pause. "I thanked him and kept him out of it. Which means he's curious and he has enough context to understand what I'm asking when I ask it, but he's not inside any system that could compromise what I tell him."

"You've been holding him in reserve."

"I've been holding a lot of things in reserve." I push the Escape to ten over the limit as we reach the highway on-ramp. "This is what reserve is for."

Beth opens her notebook. Not to review anything — just the habit of having it open, the way some people think better with a pen in their hand. She doesn't write anything. She just holds the pen and looks at the road.

"Talk me through what we know," she says.

"About the vehicle?"

"You've been running it in parallel for the last thirty minutes. Say it out loud."

I drive. The sky is doing its slow brightening at the eastern edge.

"We left your apartment clean. No surveillance on the road to the safehouse. D's confirmation on the Petrov-Volkov connection came through around five. Twenty minutes later I spotted the vehicle."

Beth is writing. "Twenty minutes," she says.

"Could be coincidence. The vehicle could have been there for hours before I noticed."

"Could have been." She doesn't look up. "Who have you been checking in with regularly from the safehouse?"

"Miller. Every two hours." I keep my eyes on the road. "The burners all triangulate to New Hampshire. Six days of regular check-ins — anyone with access to carrier data could narrow the radius."

She writes. Stops. Writes again.

"I want to say something," she says. "Not a conclusion. An observation."

I wait.

"Every piece of information that has pointed toward Sofia has come through one channel." She lets that sit. "Sofia's explanation — her brother, the documents — came directly from her."

I keep my eyes on the road.

"When every piece of evidence comes from one source, I ask whether I'm looking at a pattern or whether someone built it for me."

I drive for a while without saying anything.

"I hear the observation," I say.

"Good." She opens the notebook again. "That's all I wanted."

I check the mirror. The highway behind us is clean — three vehicles visible, all maintaining consistent speed and distance, nothing that holds a surveillance profile. I've run four lane changes in the past ten minutes and nothing has tracked them. Either we're genuinely clean or whoever was at the safehouse road is using a method that doesn't require a physical tail.

I take the next exit, loop back onto the highway heading in the opposite direction for two miles, then exit again and re-enter heading the original direction. A standard counter-surveillance pattern that tells me everything I need to know about whether we're being followed in a way that's visible.

Nothing follows.

"Okay," I say. "I'm going to call Harker."

Beth nods. Watches the road.

I take the reserve burner — the one I've never used — and dial from memory.

It rings three times.

"Harker." Alert despite the hour, like a man who stopped distinguishing between sleeping and waking a long time ago.

"It's Ashworth," I say. "Chase Ashworth."

"It's early," he says.

"I know. I'm sorry."

"Don't be. I've been waiting for this call for about a year." I hear him sit up, something creaking in the background. "You're in something."

"Yes."

"Something connected to Ashworth Global."

"Yes."

"And you need a location."

"I need a location that doesn't run through any Bureau network. Clean, non-official, not connected to anything that could be accessed through my chain of command." I check the mirror. Highway, clean. "Two people. Unknown duration, minimum forty-eight hours."

Harker is quiet for a moment. Not hesitating. Thinking.

"How exposed?" he says.

"Unknown. Enough that I left a Bureau safehouse before six this morning and I'm on a highway I wasn't supposed to be on." I pause. "I had a vehicle at the road. I don't know the origin."

"Civilian with you?" he says.

"Yes."

"They know what they're in?"

"She knows everything."

"There's a property," Harker says. "Coastal Maine. My brother-in-law's — he uses it summers, nobody's there October to May. Pemaquid Peninsula, off a private road." He gives me the address, the access details, the combination for the lockbox at the gate. "Heat and water and enough dry goods to last a while because my brother-in-law is that kind of guy. No connection to me on paper. None to the Bureau."

"That's clean," I say.

"As clean as I can make it on twenty minutes' notice." His tone shifts. "Chase. When you're ready to tell me what the Ashworth Global overlap actually is — what you found and where this is going — I'm going to want that conversation."

"Soon," I say. "I promise you that."

"Alright." He pauses. "Drive careful."

He hangs up.

I put the burner down. Look at Beth. "Coastal Maine. Pemaquid Peninsula. About two hours."

Something in her loosens slightly. "And Harker?"

"Retired Bureau. No connection to this case." I put the burner in my jacket pocket. "His brother-in-law's property. No registry connection to Harker professionally."

"Can you trust him?"

"I trust that his interests and mine align," I say. "He has a thread on Ashworth Global that's been waiting for mine to connect to it. He needs this investigation to succeed. That's a more reliable foundation right now than personal loyalty."

Beth looks at me for a second. "Good enough."

"I'm trying to be." I look at the road. "The Sofia certainty. I should have examined that more carefully before I let it direct everything."

"You were inside it," Beth says. "It's harder to see a structure when you're one of the load-bearing elements."

I sit with that for a moment.

"The third box," I say.

She looks at the back seat. The boxes visible through the headrest gap.

"We keep getting close," she says. "The apartment. Then the safehouse. Something pulls us back every time."

"Not this time." I check the mirror. Clean highway, the dawn properly established now, the sky a cold hard blue above the treeline. "Wherever Harker's brother-in-law's property is, we finish the box. We go through everything that's left." I look at her. "We're not leaving it again."

She nods once. Opens her notebook and writes the Pemaquid address in her careful handwriting, draws a small line under it the way she marks things that are confirmed rather than pending.

We drive.

The highway takes us north and the morning opens up around us — cold, clear, full October color in the trees. Burning oranges and reds that last about two weeks before everything drops. There's something surreal about driving through it at dawn with three boxes of a thirty-year criminal network in the back seat.

"The photographs," Beth says. Carefully.

"I know," I say.

"You don't have to talk about it."

"I know that too."

I drive for a minute without saying anything. The highway curves north and east and the ocean is somewhere ahead of us, invisible at this distance, but I know it's there the way you know things about geography you've carried for a long time.

"I didn't have photographs of her," I say. "Not many. A few from when I was small — the ones that ended up with other family, with my grandmother, with people who had copies of things before the house became only Richard's." I keep my voice steady. The beach photograph is in my jacket pocket. I can feel the edge of it against my ribs. "I had three photographs of my mother. I've had the same three photographs since I was six years old."

Beth doesn't say anything. She's giving me the room.

"He kept a dozen," I say. "Loose in an envelope. In a box he carried with him through every house for thirty years." I look at the road. "Including the one where she's looking away. The one that looks like she didn't know she was being photographed."

"Because it was real," Beth says quietly. "Not posed."

"Yes."

"He knew the difference," she says. "He chose the one that caught her when she wasn't trying."

I think about that. My father young and not yet finished, and the woman on the beach who laughed at everything and loved jazz. I still have her books — her handwriting on the inside covers, neat, slanting left.

"He loved her," I say. The words have a strange texture coming out. "Whatever he is — whatever we've been building evidence of for eighteen months — he loved her. Those photographs in that envelope are not the photographs of a man who didn't love someone."

"No," Beth says. "They're not."

"And she still drowned in his pool." I've said the facts of my mother's death enough times that the words are worn smooth. "He still—" I stop.

Beth puts her hand on my arm.

"He contains both things," she says. "The photographs and the pool and thirty years of something terrible. People aren't usually one thing." She pauses. "That doesn't excuse any of it. It just means you don't have to make it simple to understand it."

I look at the road.

"She would have been fifty-three this year," I say.

"What would she have thought of all this?"

I almost smile. It surprises me. "She would have been furious," I say. "Not at me — at him. At the whole shape of it. The waste of it." I pause. "And then she would have found something worth laughing about in it, because she always did."

"What would she have found funny?"

I think about this genuinely. "Probably," I say slowly, "the fact that the primary evidence in a federal trafficking investigation spent six months in a spare bedroom closet in a South End apartment belonging to a woman who couldn't bring herself to look at it."

Beth makes a sound that is not quite a laugh but is close to one. "Your mother had good taste in absurdity."

"She did."

We drive north. The hand on mine stays where it is for a while and neither of us says anything, and the boxes are in the back seat and the beach photograph is in my jacket pocket and the third box is still only half-finished and whatever is at the bottom of it has been waiting through an entire night of things that kept pulling us away from it.

"Tell me what's left in the third box," I say. "What we had our hands on before the vehicle."

"The photographs," Beth says, moving on. "We'd started going through the loose photographs from the bottom layer. Richard in his twenties and thirties, mostly. Some outdoor settings, rural. Groups of men." She pauses. "The manila envelope was visible — I could see the edge of it. That's where we stopped."

"The manila envelope."

"Yes. And whatever's at the very bottom." She looks at the back seat. "We also didn't finish the financial records from the middle layer. There were property documents I'd started photographing — deeds in Eastern European jurisdictions — and I'd only gotten through maybe a third of them when D's result came through and we shifted focus to the Volkov connection."

"So we have the property documents, the remaining photographs, the envelope, and whatever's at the bottom." I calculate. "Two hours to the Maine property. It'll be mid-morning when we get there. We finish the box."

"We finish the box," Beth agrees.

We drive through the last of the New Hampshire farmland and into the tree-heavy roads that mark the state line, and the ocean is still ahead of us, invisible and patient, and the morning continues to establish itself around us with the kind of indifference that October mornings in New England have — beautiful and cold and entirely uninterested in whatever is happening at ground level.

Beth opens her notebook again. Not to write — she holds the pen, looking at the page, thinking.

"The meeting notebook," she says. "RA, DV, VK. 1995 to whatever the last entry is." She looks at me. "We photographed every page. But we didn't have time to read it."

"When we get to Maine," I say.

"I know. I'm just—" she pauses. "I keep thinking about the last entries. The most recent ones. If Richard was still recording meetings with Volkov and Kozlov in the notebook — if the most recent entry is recent—"

"Then it might tell us when the last direct contact was between all three of them." I understand immediately what she's reaching for. "Which matters because—"

"Because Volkov disappeared from visible contact with the network eighteen months ago," she says. "Right around the time your investigation formally opened and Sofia joined the case." She looks at me. "If the notebook shows a meeting between all three of them in that window — before Volkov went invisible—"

"It might tell us what that meeting was about," I say. "What they decided."

"What they decided to do about an FBI investigation that had just gotten real enough to require a formal operation."

I look at the road. "And if that meeting is in the notebook—"

"Then we know approximately when the decision was made to burn it," Beth says. "And who was in the room when the decision was made."

I drive faster.

The sign for the Maine state line appears and passes. The road continues north along the coast, the Atlantic showing through the trees in flashes — cold grey water, whitecaps. The Maine coast in October doesn't care whether you find it beautiful or not.

Pemaquid is another hour east.

I check the mirror. The highway behind us is clean, has been clean for two hours. Whatever was at the safehouse road — whoever it was and however they found us — they're not on this road.

For now.

I take the exit east toward the coast and the road narrows and the trees close in and the ocean smell comes through even with the windows closed — salt and cold and nothing else.

Beth is looking out the passenger window.

"I've never been to this part of Maine," she says.

"It's different in October."

"Is it better or worse?"

I think about this. "Truer," I say. "The summer version is for people. The October version is what it actually is."

She looks out the window at the trees and the flashes of water between them. "I think I prefer things when they're what they actually are."

I look at her briefly. "I know you do."

We drive the last hour along the coast road, the ocean coming and going through the trees, and the boxes are in the back seat and the notebook is in the document sleeve with thirty years of meetings recorded in my father's hand, and somewhere in the third box is the rest of what he kept that he couldn't throw away.

The private road for the property is marked by a wooden post with a faded address number and nothing else — exactly as Harker described. I turn in, the car dropping off the asphalt onto packed gravel, the trees pressing close on both sides for a hundred meters before the road opens into a clearing.

The property is a Cape Cod-style house, grey-shingled, facing the water. It's well-maintained in the way of something that gets proper attention before it's closed for winter and then left alone. There's a small dock at the water's edge, no boat. A shed to the left of the house. An American flag that someone forgot to take in, flapping in the coastal wind.

I do the perimeter check before I let Beth out of the car.

The property is completely clean. No disturbance, no recent presence, everything as described. The lockbox at the gate has the combination Harker gave me and yields a single key. I come back to the car and Beth is already out, standing in the wind off the water with her bag over her shoulder, looking at the ocean.

She looks like someone who has been inside for too long and is taking in the first real air.

"Clear," I say.

She nods. Turns from the water. Opens the trunk.

We carry the boxes inside in two trips.

The house is exactly as advertised — stocked, heated once I find the thermostat, functional in the way of a place that's been prepared for occupancy and then left waiting. I do a full walk-through while Beth puts the kettle on, checking every room, every window, the sight lines from each exterior wall.

Clean.

I come back to the kitchen. Beth has the third box on the table. The kettle is starting to heat. There's a jar of coffee grounds on the counter that's been here since last summer at the earliest and might be adequate.

She looks at me.

"Ready?" she says.

"Very," I say.

I sit down across from her and she opens the third box and we go back to the place where we left off.


OUT OF FRAME


The kitchen smells like salt air and old coffee.

I sit across from Chase at the table in the grey morning light coming through the water-facing windows, and the third box is open between us, and outside the Atlantic is doing what the Atlantic does in October — existing with complete indifference to anyone's circumstances, grey and flat and enormous and entirely uninterested in the night we've just come through.

I breathe it in through the glass. The light. The water. A morning that doesn't know what's coming.

Then I look at the box.

We left it at the bottom layer — the personal material, the things that didn't fit clean categories. The loose photographs we'd been going through when the vehicle appeared and Chase said we're leaving and that was that. The manila envelope I'd seen the edge of, just visible below the photographs, before everything stopped.

I reach in.

The photographs first — I pick up where we left off, continuing through the loose stack we'd started in my spare bedroom. Richard in his twenties and thirties, events and dinners and outdoor settings. Chase is beside me rather than across from me — he moved his chair around the table while I was making coffee, the natural positioning of two people who have been doing this work together long enough that side by side makes more sense than opposed. He photographs each one I hand him, studying every image before moving to the next.

Most of them recur from material we've already processed — the same private events, the same group of men in the dark-paneled room, the same peripheral figures who appear in the background of Richard's documented life with the frequency of people who were always there and never meant to be findable.

I set each one aside.

Chase hasn't said much since the highway. The conversation about Caroline is still with us. He's focused this morning, but carrying something he wasn't carrying before.

I know what that feels like.

I hand him the last of the loose photographs and reach for the manila envelope.

It's heavier than I expected from its size — dense paper, multiple documents maybe, or photographs on heavier stock. The envelope is unsealed, the flap just tucked in, softened from years of handling. Someone opened and closed this many times.

I open it.

Photographs. But different from the loose ones — these are proper prints, larger format, the kind that were made to last. Five of them, held together with a paperclip that has left a faint rust impression on the topmost image.

I ease the paperclip off and set the photographs on the table.

The first: a group of men around a long table in a dark-paneled room. Eight or nine of them, formal — the kind of gathering that knows its own importance. Late nineties suits, expensive. Richard near the center, mid-thirties, the version of him I almost recognize from memory.

I study the faces.

Several I don't recognize. Some Eastern European — faces I've learned to place after a week of missing persons reports and shipping manifests. Two or three who look American, with the kind of faces that give nothing away on purpose.

"The room," Chase says. He's beside me, looking at the same photograph. "It recurs. This is the same private venue from the early nineties photographs — different occasion, later date, but the same location. Someone's regular meeting place."

"Someone who had the resources to maintain a private venue consistently across decades."

"Yeah." He photographs it. "These are not casual gatherings. The composition of this — the way they're positioned, the table, the formality of it — this is a meeting of people who understand they're constituting something." He pauses. "A board meeting. Not a corporate board. The other kind."

I set the first photograph aside.

The second: a smaller group in what looks like a private dining room. Four men, standing, drinks in hand, between the formal parts of the evening. Richard among them. Two I don't recognize. A fourth with his back to the camera.

"Camera-aware," Chase says.

"The same person from the earlier photographs?"

"Possibly." He photographs it. "The build is similar. The posture."

The third: a handshake across a table. Richard on one side. The man across from him partially obscured, his face cut by Richard's shoulder.

"Different location," Chase says. "More corporate. And this handshake was meant to be photographed."

He sets it aside.

The fourth: outdoor, coastal. A dock or a pier, the water behind the group brilliant with afternoon light. Three men, all facing the camera, squinting slightly. Richard at the center, younger here — mid-twenties, the very early version of him, the man who wrote the letter to someone about a meeting in Bucharest with a person he called D.

"The Black Sea," Chase says quietly. "I said that at the safehouse. I still think so — the boats in the background, the dock construction, the quality of the light. Romania or Ukraine." He photographs it. "This is the earliest image we have. Before everything."

Before everything.

Before Ashworth Global. Before the foundation. Before the charity galas I attended and the donors I smiled at and the work I did without knowing what I was standing next to.

Before Chase was born.

I pick up the fourth photograph and I look at it for a long moment — Richard in his twenties on a dock on the Black Sea, squinting in the afternoon light, two men beside him whose names I don't know yet, the water behind them brilliant and indifferent — and I think about what it means to be looking at the beginning of something thirty years after the fact, holding it in my hands in a fishing property in coastal Maine while outside the Atlantic does what it always does.

I set it down.

"One more," I say.

The fifth photograph.

It's slightly larger than the others — a proper print rather than the snapshot format, and it's been folded once down the center, a crease softened by time running through the middle of the image. I unfold it carefully.

A formal group photograph. The dark-paneled room again — the same venue that appears in the first and second prints, which means this photograph belongs to the same ongoing documentation of the same ongoing gatherings. But this one is wider, a more deliberate frame, everyone assembled. Eight men, arranged like people who know the camera is there and why.

It was meant to document something. A conclusion. A foundation. A moment someone wanted to be able to look back at.

I set it on the table.

Richard at the center-left. The version I recognize from the edge of my own life with him — mid-forties, polished, the finished performance of a man who has been practicing it for a long time. The men beside him are the ones who recur: some Eastern European, some Western, the configuration of a network that spans the geography of its own operation.

I scan the faces from left to right.

Most of them I don't know. I've been looking at Richard's circle all night and I've developed a working familiarity with the recurring faces without having names to attach to any of them. That will come — when this reaches the people who can run identification, when the investigation has the resources it doesn't currently have, when Chase can put this in front of someone he trusts with something more than an encrypted back-channel message.

I reach the right edge of the frame.

A man stands there, slightly apart from the main group. Three-quarters visible — the photograph's border cuts into the image at the very right edge, cropping him partially, which means he was either standing slightly outside the formal arrangement or he positioned himself there deliberately. He's younger than the others in the photograph. Considerably younger than Richard in this image.

There's something about the way he stands. The quality of his stillness. The way he occupies the right edge of the frame with the specific self-possessed quality of someone who chose that position — visible enough to be present, peripheral enough to be overlooked.

I look at him for a moment longer than the others. I can't say why exactly. Something in the composition of the image draws the eye there — the way he stands slightly apart, the deliberate periphery of it. Or maybe it's nothing. Maybe it's just that the photograph's border cuts him off and the incompleteness of it makes the mind want to fill in what's missing.

I don't know him.

But something about him makes me not move on.

I look at the photograph for another moment. Then I pick it up and hold it toward Chase.

"Do you recognize anyone in this one?" I say. "Any of the faces."

Chase takes it. He's been going through the loose papers beneath the photograph bundle — dates and locations and figures in Richard's abbreviated hand — and he shifts his attention to the photograph with the methodical transition I've watched him make between evidence types. He holds it in the morning light from the water-facing windows and scans it from left to right.

I watch his face while he studies it. He's careful with photographs — always has been — moving across the frame piece by piece before he lets himself react.

He moves left to right.

He reaches the right edge.

He stops.

Something changes in him. Quiet, total. Like the last piece of something falling into place that he wished wouldn't.

His hands on the photograph don't move.

I don't say anything. The water outside shifts with a gust of coastal wind and then goes still again, and the morning light through the windows continues its slow change, and the house holds its silence around us.

I watch his face. Not the professional version — the real one. The one that comes through when the thing he's looking at is too big to manage immediately.

Something is happening behind his eyes. Not shock. Something worse than shock. The look of someone who just understood the shape of what they've been building in the dark.

He looks up from the photograph.

His eyes meet mine.

I don't ask if he's all right. This isn't that kind of silence.

I wait.

He looks back at the photograph.

He puts it down on the table between us. Sets it down carefully, squarely, the way you place something you need to be able to see clearly without the angle of holding it interfering with the seeing.

He looks at it.

He looks at me.

"The man at the right edge," I say quietly. "You recognized him."

It isn't a question.

"Yes," he says.

"Who is it?"

Chase is looking at the table. Not at the photograph. Not at me. Just the table, while everything he thought he knew rearranges itself.

The water outside is grey and flat and completely still.

I wait.

And when he finally says the name, it sounds like something he's known longer than he's been willing to admit.

"Miller," he says.

The word fills the kitchen. Outside, the ocean moves against the rocks and neither of us speaks.
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Preview of Book 4

Chapter 1

The name changes everything in the room.

Miller.

I don't move. The photograph is on the table. Beth is watching me. Outside the Atlantic keeps moving. None of that matters. What matters is that every conversation I've had with Miller in the past eighteen months just sounded different.

The briefing where he opened the case. His office, the corner position, two monitors. He'd pulled me in, told me the Ashworth Global thread warranted formal case status. Told me I was the right agent for it — young, motivated, with the kind of personal investment that made exceptional case work. Those were his words.

Personal investment.

I look at the photograph.

Miller at the right edge of the frame, slightly apart. Younger than the Richard I remember but the same bone structure. Same posture. Same deliberate positioning — visible enough to matter, peripheral enough to be safe.

I have been looking at that posture across a desk for eighteen months and I didn't know what I was seeing.

"Chase." She says it gently.

"I'm here."

"Tell me what you're thinking."

I look at the photograph one more time. Then I set it face down on the table — not to hide it, just because I need to think without looking at it.

"He chose me," I say.

Beth doesn't say anything. She waits.

"Richard's son joins the Bureau." I hear myself say it like I'm reading from a file. "Young, motivated, personal reasons to want his father held accountable. And there's heat building on Ashworth Global from adjacent investigations — financial fraud, customs issues — nothing connected yet but enough that someone paying attention would see it." I look at the table. "Miller was paying attention. He sees an agent who will run harder than anyone else because it's personal. Who will build real evidence because he's good at his job. Who will take every finding straight to his commanding officer because that's protocol." I pause. "I did that for eighteen months. Everything I found went through Miller first."

Beth's pen hovers over the case file. She clicks it twice—click, click—then sets it beside her notepad, a deliberate distance away.

"He didn't just let you run the case," she says.

He built the conditions for me to run it." I stand and move to the window, checking sight lines to the dock and road—a ritual from years of fieldwork, muscle memory taking over while my mind races. Empty. The Atlantic sprawls grey and enormous, utterly indifferent.

"He assigned Sofia to keep me in check. She asked the right questions, pushed back in the right places, kept me feeling like I had a real partner while Miller was the ceiling above us both." I turn from the window. "When her name came up as the mole, it came through Miller. The call logs. The parking garage photograph. The Kozlov name—never from Kozlov himself. Miller told me Kozlov gave us her identity before he shut down. I never confirmed it independently."

Beth's fingers curl against the table edge. She breathes out slow—through her nose.

"Every piece of evidence against Sofia," I say. "Say it."

"Came through one channel." Her eyes find mine. "I said it on the highway."

"You did." I come back to the table. "You didn't name the channel."

"I didn't have enough to name it yet." She looks at the photograph, still face down on the table. "Now we do."

I think about Sofia in the coffee shop on Tremont. Her hands around the cup. The documents she put on the table — her brother's numbers, the email chain, the explanation for the parking garage that was plausible and specific and very difficult to fabricate on short notice. I've been alone this whole time. The edge in it that wasn't performed.

She wasn't the mole.

She's been inside the same investigation I was inside, running parallel to me, trusting the same commanding officer, and Miller has been building a case against her the same way he built a case against Richard — carefully, with long vision, using the materials available and ensuring they pointed in the direction he needed.

Sofia has been set up.

Which means Sofia is in danger.

Miller doesn't leave loose ends. Kozlov is dead in a federal holding cell. A man who sat in an interrogation room like someone with a guarantee and then had the guarantee honored in the worst possible way. Miller had access to that facility. Miller controlled the Kozlov communication restriction order. Miller was the person I told—directly, explicitly—that Kozlov was the only door still open and that the strategy was to let him sit with Richard's abandonment until he cracked.

Get some rest. That's what Sofia said when I flagged the alternative routing note. Two days later she's the mole and Kozlov is dead.

Sofia doesn't know any of this.

She's somewhere in Boston right now believing the operation burned because of a leak she couldn't identify, running a thread she told me would take forty-eight hours, completely unaware that the thread leads back to the man she's reporting to.

"I need to reach her," I say. "Not through any channel Miller can access."

"Her personal cell," Beth says.

"Miller will have that. He'll have everything she filed — personal, professional, all of it." I look at Beth. "But I have something he doesn't."

Beth leans forward.

"David Rossi," I say. "Sofia's brother. Current number is on the second document she gave me in Tremont. She gave it to me in person, on paper, in a coffee shop. She said to call him if I needed to verify. She said tell him Sofia said to be honest." I look at the table. "Miller doesn't know about that meeting. I didn't report it through any official channel. It doesn't exist in any log he can access."

Beth reaches for her bag. Pulls out the document sleeve. Finds the second page Sofia gave me and sets it on the table between us.

David Rossi. Current number in Sofia's handwriting, the same careful print she uses for case documentation.

I pick up Beth's burner. Not mine — mine has been running regular check-ins with Miller for six days. Beth's burner was set up at the original safehouse and has never been used to contact anyone in the official chain of command.

I dial.

It rings four times. Someone picks up before I can decide what to say to voicemail.

"Who is this." Male voice. Flat with the particular suspicion of a man who changes his number regularly and still gets calls he doesn't want.

"My name isn't something I'm going to give you right now," I say. "But Sofia told me to tell you to be honest."

"She said you'd know what that meant," I say.

He doesn't answer right away. Then, quieter: "What do you need."

"A number for her. One that's clean. One she uses for things she doesn't want on record."

The sound of movement. I wait.

He gives me a number. Reads it twice to make sure I have it.

"Is she all right?" he says.

"She will be." I hang up.

I dial the number David gave me.

It rings twice.

"I've been waiting," Sofia says. The line goes quiet. Outside, the Atlantic pushes against the rocks. I'm holding a burner phone in a fishing property in coastal Maine that doesn't exist in any system, with a photograph face down on the table in front of me and Beth Collins watching from across it.

"We have a problem," I say.

"I know we have a problem," Sofia says. "Mine is bigger than yours. Someone ran a flag on my building access yesterday. My keycard log for the last six months was pulled. Chase — that's not a routine audit." Her words stay level but they're coming faster. "Someone is building a disciplinary file on me. Which means someone with the authority to access my employment records is—"

"It's Miller," I say.

"Sofia." I don't let the shock creep in. "The photograph. The call logs. The Kozlov name. All of it came from Miller. I can prove the photograph and the logs were controlled. I can prove you never had direct contact with Richard's network." I pause. "You've been set up. And the person setting you up is the person we've both been reporting to for eighteen months."

Then, very quietly: "I know."

It stops me for a second. "What?"

"Not Miller specifically. Not yet." Her voice has steadied. "But the thread I've been running — the forty-eight hours I told you about. Chase, I'm close. What I found points to someone inside the Bureau at a level that — I didn't want to say it to you until I could document it because if I was wrong—" she stops. "I'm not wrong."

"No," I say. "You're not."

"Can you get to me?"

I look at Beth. She's been listening to my side of the conversation, reading between the words. She's already looking at the road map she pulled from the Escape's glove compartment when we arrived — spreading it on the table beside the boxes, her eyes on the distance.

"Tell me where you are," I say.

Sofia gives me an address. Not her apartment. A place I don't recognize — somewhere south of Boston by the address structure.

"I'm not in the city," she says. "When the keycard flag came through I moved. I'm at my grandmother's house in Scituate. She's been in assisted living for two years, the house is empty, nobody has the address except family."

"Good," I say. "Stay there. Don't contact Miller. Don't contact anyone through official channels. You have your service weapon?"

"Yes."

"Don't answer the door for anyone until we get there." I check the distance in my head. Pemaquid to Scituate — coastal roads, a ferry crossing, or inland through New Hampshire. Three hours minimum. "We're four hours out."

"All right." Sofia's breath comes out shaky. "Chase. What we're about to do — this is not sanctioned. There is no official structure left to sanction it."

"I know."

"Are you sure?"

I look at the photograph face down on the table. The boxes. Beth across from me, her hand still on the map.

"I've been sure since about four o'clock this morning," I say. "Go. Sit tight."

Sofia hangs up.
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