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A NOTE FROM EMILY


Welcome to Sleeping with the Enemy — and to the start of my brand-new Phoenix Ridge Billionaires series.

If you’ve read any of my other Phoenix Ridge books, you already know this city: powerful women, high stakes, sharp edges… and feelings that refuse to stay buried. If this is your first time here, don’t worry — you can jump straight in. Phoenix Ridge always has room for one more obsession [image: winking face]

This series is all about wealth, power, control… and what happens when love crashes straight through all of it. Astoria Shepry is an Ice Queen in every sense of the word — brilliant, intimidating, and very much not looking to fall for anyone. And Miller? Well… she’s supposed to be her enemy.

You can expect:

[image: sparkles] sizzling enemies-to-lovers tension

[image: sparkles] sharp dialogue and emotional power plays

[image: sparkles] some very steamy scenes

[image: sparkles] and yes — always, always — a Happy Ever After

I hope you fall a little bit in love with Phoenix Ridge all over again… and maybe with a billionaire or two along the way.

Settle in, get comfortable, and enjoy the ride.

Emily [image: kiss mark]
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Chapter 1: Miller

The rain hadn’t started yet, but Miller could smell it coming—that particular tension in the air, the way the light flattened against the harbor outside Rachel’s corner office windows. She stood in the doorway, legal pad in hand, watching her mentor flip through a manila folder with the kind of focused attention that meant something interesting had landed on her desk.

“Close the door,” Rachel said without looking up. “And sit.”

Miller did both, settling into one of the worn leather chairs across from Rachel’s desk. The office was quintessential Rachel Hartwell: clean lines, law books organized by practice area rather than alphabetically, and framed commendations from the Oregon State Bar tucked between family photos. The largest frame held a candid shot of Rachel’s wife, Sydney Hartwell, and their twin boys at what looked like a soccer game, all four of them laughing at something off-camera.

Six years at Hartwell & Associate, and Miller still felt a small flutter of nerves whenever Rachel summoned her like this. It wasn’t quite anxiety, but more like the anticipation before a test she’d studied hard for.

“Valerie Shepry-Dane,” Rachel said, finally looking up. Her thick reading glasses sat perched on her nose, making her look more like a university professor than one of the sharpest family law attorneys in Phoenix Ridge. “Ring any bells?”

Miller searched her memory. “Shepry as in Shepry Global? The real estate company?”

“The sustainable luxury real estate empire, yes.” Rachel slid the folder across the desk. “Valerie was married to Astoria Shepry for fifteen years. She filed for divorce six months ago, and she’s looking for new representation. Her previous attorneys weren’t aggressive enough, apparently.”

Miller opened the folder. The intake form was sparse: name, contact information, a few scribbled notes in Rachel’s handwriting. But clipped to the inside cover was a printout from the Phoenix Ridge Business Journal, a photo of two women at some kind of gala—one dark-haired and striking, her face composed, betraying nothing, and the other warm and smiling, leaning slightly toward her companion.

“Let me guess,” Miller said. “Her wife is the one not smiling.”

“Astoria Shepry, founder and CEO.” Rachel leaned back in her chair, her fingers steepled. “Built the company from nothing starting about seventeen years ago. Sustainable luxury developments, eco-infrastructure, boutique hotels, the works. The business press loves her. ‘Ice queen of green real estate’ and that kind of thing.”

Miller studied the photo. Astoria Shepry looked like someone who’d learned early in life that showing emotion was a liability. She had the kind of controlled, impeccable presence that probably served her well in boardrooms…but made her hell to live with.

She’d seen this pattern before: successful spouse, powerful career, everything buttoned up tightly, and somewhere behind closed doors was a partner suffocating under the weight of it all.

“What’s Valerie claiming?” Miller asked.

“Emotional abuse, financial manipulation, and fifteen years of being made to feel invisible and incompetent.” Rachel’s voice was neutral, but Miller caught the slight tightening around her eyes. They’d both worked enough domestic cases to know how that story usually went. “She says she contributed significantly to Shepry Global’s success, but Astoria took all the credit, controlled the finances, and isolated her from friends and family. The final straw was apparently some kind of public humiliation at a charity gala.”

The rain started then, a soft patter against the windows that would no doubt build to something heavier by afternoon. Miller watched droplets streak down the glass as she thought about the smiling woman in the photo.

“She came in last week for an initial consultation,” Rachel continued. “I found her credible. She gave specific details about the marriage and was consistent emotionally. She documented everything she could get her hands on.” She paused. “But this is going to be complicated. Astoria Shepry has resources, and she’s not going to roll over. We’re looking at divvying up significant assets, potential company control issues, and a lot of public scrutiny.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Miller asked, though she already suspected but refused to let herself hope too much.

Rachel smiled, just a small, upturned curve of her mouth. “Because I want you as the second chair.”

The flutter in Miller’s chest sharpened into something brighter. Being second chair on a case like this meant endless hours of discovery research, drafting, and client support, but it also meant being given real responsibility. It was the kind of case that could accelerate her path to junior partner if she played her cards right and handled it well.

“I’d be honored,” Miller said as she straightened in the chair.

“Don’t be too honored yet.” Rachel nodded toward the folder. “Valerie’s coming in at two-thirty to meet with us both. I need you to review what’s there and get familiar with the basics of the case. You’ll be her primary point of contact for day-to-day matters. I’ll handle strategy, but she needs someone she can trust who will actually listen.”

Miller heard the subtle compliment underneath the assignment. Rachel had told her once that her greatest asset was her ability to make her clients feel heard. “You have a gift for empathy,” Rachel had said. “Don’t let anyone convince you that’s a weakness in this field.”

“I’ll be ready,” Miller said, her voice steady.

“I know you will be.” Rachel pulled off her reading glasses and set them on the desk, a signal that the formal case briefing was over. “Miller, this woman has been through something. I don’t know the full shape of it yet, but I know the signs. She’s scared and angry and trying very hard to hold it together. She needs to know we’re on her side.”

Miller nodded. She thought about all the clients who’d sat across from her in conference rooms, their hands shaking as they described years of being diminished, dismissed, and controlled. The ones who apologized for crying, the ones who couldn’t cry at all anymore because they had nothing left.

“I’ll make sure she knows,” Miller vowed.

She gathered the folder and stood, already running through the list of what she needed to review before the meeting: asset structures, company filing, and whatever she could find on Shepry Global’s operation and the woman at the head of it all herself, Astoria Shepry.

Miller would need to understand her opponent if she was going to help Valerie fight her.

At the door, she paused and turned around. “Rachel? Thank you for trusting me with this.”

Rachel was already reaching for her next file, but she looked up long enough to give Miller a small nod. “Earn it.”

Miller closed the door behind her and headed for her own office, the folder pressed tightly against her chest. She knew Astoria Shepry was out there going about her day, probably unaware that her ex-wife had just hired new attorneys and that Miller Scott was about to spend nearly every waking moment of the next several months building an iron-clad case against her.

And Miller didn’t feel sorry at all for her. You didn’t get to spend fifteen years terrorizing someone, making them feel invisible and insignificant, and then complain when they finally fought back.

She looked at her wristwatch. Only forty-five minutes before Valerie arrived, and she had lots of work to catch up on.

Valerie Shepry-Dane arrived seven minutes early, which Miller noted with approval. Punctuality suggested someone who respected other people’s time—or someone who’d spent years walking on eggshells, always making sure she couldn’t be criticized for being late.

Miller met her in the reception area and was struck immediately by how different she seemed from what she’d expected. The woman in the gala photo had been polished, yes, but distant somehow, as if she’d been performing a role. The woman now standing in Hartwell & Associates’ modest lobby was warmer and more present. Valerie wore a cream silk blouse and tailored gray slacks that were expensive but not garish, and when she smiled at Miller, it reached her eyes.

“You must be Miller Scott.” Valerie extended her hand, her grip firm but not too tight. “Rachel told me you’d be working on my case. I can’t tell you how much it means to me to have someone else in my corner.”

“We’re glad you’re here,” Miller said, meaning every word. “Can I get you anything before we start? Coffee, water, tea?”

“Water would be lovely, thank you.”

Valerie’s voice had a slight tremor underneath its composure, the kind of micro-shake that came from holding yourself together through sheer willpower. Miller recognized it, had heard it dozens of times in this office.

She led Valerie to the conference room where Rachel was already waiting, legal pad open and reading glasses on. The rain had picked up while Miller was reviewing files, now drumming steadily against the windows. Through the gray wash of water, downtown Phoenix Ridge was barely visible from the skyscraper’s windows: brick buildings, the distant spire of City Hall, cars crawling through slick streets with their headlights on.

“Valerie.” Rachel stood and shook her hand. “Thank you for coming in. Please, sit wherever you’re comfortable.”

When Miller came back from the break room with a fresh glass of cool water, Valerie chose the chair closest to the window, angling herself so she could see both attorneys and the door without craning her neck. A small decision, but Miller noticed it, the instinct to keep everyone in her line of sight. Another tell. She handed the glass to Valerie and took her seat.

“Before we begin,” Rachel said, settling back into her chair, “I want you to know that everything discussed in this room is confidential. Miller will be your primary contact throughout this process, but I’ll be leading the strategy and any court appearances. We work as a team here. You’re not alone.”

Something like gratitude, or maybe relief, flickered across Valerie’s face before she suppressed it. “That’s… Thank you. My last attorneys made me feel like I was just another file on their desk, just another billable hour.”

“You’re not,” Miller asserted. “We know this is your life, and we take that seriously.”

Valerie’s eyes met hers, and Miller saw the shine of tears being held back. “I knew I made the right choice coming here.”

Rachel led the conversation with ease, walking Valerie through the basics to establish the timeline of the marriage, division of assets, and what she was hoping to achieve. Miller took notes, her pen moving steadily across the legal pad as she captured dates and details that condensed a marriage into concise bullet points.

But it was when Rachel asked about the marriage itself that Miller’s pen slowed.

“It wasn’t always bad,” Valerie said, her voice softening as a sad smile formed. “When we first met, Astoria was…magnetic. She made me feel like I was the only person in the room. I thought we were building a future together. I believed in her vision.”

“What changed?” Miller spoke up.

Valerie was quiet for a moment, her manicured fingers tracing the edge of her water glass. “It was gradual, so gradual I didn’t even see it happening. During the first few years, I was handling a lot of the day-to-day partnerships, networking, and relationship building with investors. Astoria was the visionary, but I was the one making people feel valued, you know? Making them want to work with us.”

Miller nodded. She could picture Valerie’s warmth smoothing the edges of Astoria’s ice queen reputation.

“But somewhere along the way, my contributions started disappearing.” Valerie’s voice caught. “Astoria would present my ideas in board meetings like they were her own. When investors complimented our client relationships, she’d accept the praise without mentioning me at all. And when I tried to talk to her about it, she’d tell me that I was just oversensitive and imagining things.” She pressed her lips together in a tight, thin line. “After enough years of hearing that, you start to believe it.”

Rachel scribbled a note. “You mentioned in the intake there was financial control. Can you tell us more about that?”

“Yes. Everything went through Astoria. Everything.” Valerie’s hands moved as she spoke, elegant gestures that seemed to flow through her. “I was COO of the hospitality division. On paper, I had authority, but any decision costing over fifty grand needed her approval. She’d question my judgment, second-guess my projections, and ask for reports I’d already sent her twice.” A hollow laugh escaped her. “I once spent three weeks preparing a proposal for a boutique hotel acquisition, and Astoria rejected it in a five-minute meeting in front of the entire executive team. She didn’t even read the full proposal, just glanced at the summary page and said it wasn’t ‘strategically aligned.’”

Miller’s pen moved faster. She could feel the burn of Rachel’s attention beside her, both of them building the same picture: a woman who had been systematically and publicly diminished, her expertise dismissed, and her confidence eroded year by year.

“The isolation was the worst part,” Valerie continued, her voice dropping. “I had good friends when we got married, but Astoria had opinions about them. Funny how they were always negative too. Lauren was ‘using me for access.’ Angela was ‘clearly attracted to me’ and made her uncomfortable. One by one, I stopped talking to them, telling them I was busy with work, but”—she shook her head—”I was just making excuses for her. I can see that now.”

“And the incident at the gala? Can you tell us about that?” Rachel prompted gently.

Valerie’s composure finally cracked, a slight crumbling around the edges of a well-maintained facade that was finally showing its seams. She reached for the tissue box on the table and pressed a tissue to the corner of her eye.

“The Phoenix Ridge Pride Gala last June.” Her voice thickened. “Someone asked us when we were planning to have children. It was an innocent question, normal small talk at these types of events. But Astoria…” She inhaled, her breath shaky. “She laughed and said, ‘Valerie can barely manage her own department. Can you imagine her trying to manage a child?’”

Miller felt something hot and tight in her chest, that familiar protective anger that surfaced whenever she heard stories like this.

“Everyone laughed,” Valerie whispered. “Because Astoria said it like a joke, as if it was charming, and I just stood there smiling, because what else could I do? Make a scene? I’d only be proving her right by being oversensitive.”

“I’m so sorry,” Miller said. “That’s humiliating.”

Valerie looked up from her crumpled tissue to meet her eyes, and Miller saw the exhaustion underneath the meticulous makeup, the bone-deep weariness of someone who’d spent years being told that her reality wasn’t real.

“You understand,” Valerie said softly. “Don’t you? What it’s like to be made invisible by someone who’s supposed to love you?”

Miller thought of every client who’d sat in that same chair, every story of slow erosion and confidence stripped away in increments so small they barely registered what was happening until it was too late and there was nothing left.

“I understand,” she said. “And we’re going to fight for you.”

Rachel walked Valerie through the next steps: discovery requests, documentation they’d need, and the timeline for mediation. Miller listened, but part of her attention stayed fixed on the woman across the table, on the way Valerie had straightened in her chair at Miller’s words of reassurance, like someone who’d been given water after a long drought.

After the meeting wrapped up, Valerie paused before leaving and touched her arm. “Miller, thank you for taking the case and for”—her voice cracked and she cleared her throat—”and for believing me.”

“That’s what we’re here for.”

Valerie smiled, a tired but genuine expression, and walked toward the elevator, her heels clicking on the polished tile.

Rachel appeared at Miller’s side, watching her go. “Thoughts?”

“She’s credible,” Miller said immediately. “You’re right. She was consistent and specific with her story. She’s clearly just exhausted.”

Rachel made a small sound, neither agreement or disagreement. “She’s compelling, certainly. Let’s see what the documentation tells us.” Rachel met her eyeline. “Good work in there. She connected with you. That’s what we want.”

Miller nodded, still watching as the elevator doors closed behind Valerie Shepry-Dane. Good, she thought. Because that woman deserves someone rooting for her. She turned back toward her office to start the research process.

Miller’s office was half the size of Rachel’s. No harbor view, just a slice of the brick building across the street and a persistent draft from the old windows. But it was hers. There was organized chaos on the desk, a collection of mismatched coffee mugs on the bookshelf, and a framed photo of her moms taken last Christmas that she’d propped against the desk lamp.

She set down a fresh cup of coffee and opened her laptop. She typed “Astoria Shepry” into the search bar, and the results came fast. She found business profiles, industry awards, and conference keynotes. There was a Forbes feature from three years ago: “The Architect of Sustainable Luxury,” and a Phoenix Ridge Business Journal piece on Shepry Global’s expansion into eco-infrastructure. On page two of the search results, she saw press releases announcing hotel openings, developmental projects, and charitable donations.

There was no shortage of information. Miller clicked through each link methodically, building a mental picture.

Astoria Shepry had founded her company at twenty-nine with a single distressed property and a vision. Seventeen years later, Shepry Global Holdings employed over two thousand people and operated high-end developments across the Pacific Northwest. The company’s reputation was spotless: LEED certifications, fair labor practices, and aggressive sustainability targets. As hard as Miller searched, she couldn’t find any lawsuits or scandals. Not even a disgruntled former employee who’d gone public.

Professionally, Astoria Shepry was untouchable.

But personally? The woman was a ghost. She had no social media presence or interviews about her private life. The rare quotes in articles were crisp, revealing nothing. When journalists asked about her marriage, she deflected: “I prefer to keep my personal life personal.”

Miller pulled up the images tab and scrolled through photos: Astoria at a groundbreaking ceremony, shovel in hand and face neutral; Astoria accepting an award, a polite smile that didn’t reach her eyes; Astoria at a charity gala—the same one from the case file—standing beside Valerie, who was beaming while Astoria looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.

She scrolled more. In every photo, she was immaculate in her tailored suits with perfect posture, not a wisp of hair out of place.

Miller studied one image longer than the others: a candid shot from an industry event where Astoria was caught mid-conversation, her attention fixed somewhere off-camera. Her expression was different here, less guarded and softer around the eyes.

It didn’t match. The ice queen who publicly humiliated her wife shouldn’t have a face that looked like that, even for a moment.

Miller closed the tab. It didn’t matter. People were complicated, and abusers could be charming when they wanted to be. It was half of how they got away with it.

In eight days, she’d meet Astoria Shepry face to face. She expected cold efficiency and calculated dismissal, maybe even an attempt at intimidation. And she was ready for all of it.

Miller closed her laptop and reached for her coat. She’d done her research and knew exactly who Astoria Shepry was.

She was certain.
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Chapter 2: Astoria

Ten faces stared at her, and not one of them knew she hadn’t slept in three days. Astoria stood at the head of the boardroom’s polished mahogany table, the presentation remote steady in her hand, and she waited for the last board member to settle into her leather chair.

She’d hand-chosen these ten people over the years, people whose respect she’d earned through results, not charm. Astoria Shepry didn’t do charm.

“We exceeded our quarter one projections by fourteen percent,” she said, clicking to the first slide with a color-coded line graph. “Revenue is up twelve percent year-over-year. The Cascadia project broke ground last month, ahead of schedule. And our sustainability certifications are tracking six months early.”

The numbers were good; they were always good. She’d made certain of that, even while her personal life had been splashed across every business journal from here to San Francisco.

Especially then.

Thomas Brennan shifted in his seat, three chairs down on the left. She’d been waiting for it. Thomas came from old money and was old-fashioned in ways he thought he hid better than he did. He’d been skeptical when she’d first joined the Phoenix Ridge business community seventeen years ago: a woman, a lesbian no less, building a company from nothing. He’d come around eventually, but his doubt always resurfaced when he smelled blood.

“The divorce coverage,” he said, right on cue. “We’ve had inquiries from two institutional investors. They’re concerned about stability.”

“Then reassure them.” Astoria clicked to the next slide showing a prominent chart of their stock-equivalent value over the past five years climbing steadily upward. “Our performance speaks for itself. My personal life has no bearing on the company’s fundamentals.”

“With all due respect, Astoria, perception matters. When the CEO’s marriage becomes fodder on the front-page news⁠—”

“Then the CEO handles it professionally.” She met his gaze and held it. “As I have been and will continue to do so.”

Jennifer Wu, her new COO, leaned forward slightly. She was a decade younger than Astoria but no less sharp and capable, and she’d stepped into Valerie’s former position without missing a beat. “The numbers support that. We’ve seen no measurable impact on client acquisition or retention. If anything, the publicity has increased brand awareness.”

Thomas’s mouth thinned, but he nodded, recognizing he was outnumbered.

Astoria moved through the rest of the agenda with the same precision she brought to everything else, covering the Portland expansion, new sustainability partnerships, and quarter two projections. She answered questions without hesitation or getting defensive, commanding the room with her presence, not voice volume.

This was what she was good at, what she could control.

When the meeting adjourned, she shook hands and exchanged brief pleasantries, her smile calibrated to exactly the right degree of warmth. Board members filtered out of the room in twos and threes, already checking their phones and thinking about their next meetings.

And then they were gone, and she was alone.

Astoria exhaled fully, the sound echoing in the empty boardroom. She stood motionless at the head of the table, her hand still resting on the back of her chair, and let herself feel everything just for a moment, the weight of the past six months pressing down on her shoulders like a physical thing.

Her distorted reflection stared back at her from the polished table, and she looked exactly what she was supposed to look like, like the leader who was supposed to be composed and impenetrable.

The door opened behind her.

“Your eleven o’clock is here.” Gloria’s voice was warm but professional, the same tone she’d been using for ten years. “Gerald Bracks. I put him in your office.”

Astoria straightened, rolling her shoulders back and settling the mask into place where it belonged. “Thank you, Gloria. I’ll be right there.”

Gloria lingered in the doorway, her salt-and-pepper hair neat in its usual bun and her glasses catching the light. “I brought you a protein bar. It’s on your desk next to the coffee you haven’t touched.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not eating breakfast. Again.”

“Gloria.”

“Just observing.” Gloria’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes were knowing. Ten years was long enough to see through walls, however tall they were, even Astoria’s. “I’ll tell Mr. Bracks you’re on your way.”

She left, and Astoria was alone again. But only for a moment this time, long enough to smooth down her black blazer, check her reflection in the window glass, and morph into the woman everyone expected her to be.

Her attorney was waiting, and no doubt he would have news about the case and whatever fresh hell her ex-wife had manufactured this week. Astoria gathered her laptop and headed for the door, pulling her shoulders back and down. Whatever it was, she’d handle it like always.

Gerald Bracks was already seated when she arrived, his leather briefcase open on the floor beside him and a manila folder resting on his knee. He stood as she entered, buttoning his suit jacket with the fluid ease of a man who’d been doing it for forty years.

“Astoria.” He extended his hand. “You look well.”

She didn’t, and they both knew it. But Gerald was old-school, the kind of attorney who believed in courtesies even when they were lies. She shook his hand and gestured for him to sit.

“What’s the damage this time?” she asked, settling into her chair behind the desk.

“Valerie has new representation.”

Astoria’s fingers stilled on her laptop. “Already? It’s only been three weeks since she fired Alexandria Pierce.”

“She moves fast when she’s motivated.” Gerald opened his folder. “Hartwell and Associates. Rachel Hartwell is the lead counsel.”

The name carried weight. Astoria knew Rachel Hartwell by reputation: a senior partner with twenty-five years in family law, ethical but formidable. She was the kind of attorney judges respected and opposing counsel dreaded. And she was a significant upgrade from Valerie’s previous representation.

“There’s a second chair,” Gerald continued. “Miller Scott, a mid-level associate with six years at the firm. She’s younger, but she’s already built an impressive track record. Won a significant case last year protecting an abuse survivor from a wealthy ex-husband. The press loved her.”

Astoria pulled up her browser and typed in the firm, letting Gerald talk while she navigated to the staff page. Rachel Hartwell’s photo showed a woman in her fifties with kind eyes and silver-streaked hair, the sort of face that would make a jury feel safe.

She clicked on Miller Scott’s profile next.

The photo caught her off guard. Miller was beautiful in an unguarded way that seemed almost accidental, her smile genuine and warm, the kind of expression you couldn’t fake for a headshot. It was nothing like Astoria’s own corporate photos, strategically composed to project exactly the right image.

Something flickered in her chest so quickly that she couldn’t quite hold onto it to name.

It’s just stress, she reasoned. Just six months of this endless nightmare wearing her down.

“—ethical practice, strong client relationships,” Gerald was saying. “Rachel Hartwell doesn’t play dirty, but she doesn’t need to. She wins on preparation and credibility.”

Astoria scrolled through Miller Scott’s case history: pro bono work with domestic violence survivors and a quote in a legal journal about the importance of believing victims. Compassionate and principled, exactly the kind of attorney who would take one look at Valerie’s performance and see a wounded woman fleeing a loveless, abusive marriage.

“And Miller Scott?”

“A wild card. She’s good, really good, but she’s not the lead counsel. Rachel will be making all the strategic decisions.” Gerald shifted, crossing one leg over the other. “My read on the situation is that Valerie hired them for credibility. Hartwell & Associates has a reputation for integrity, so it makes her look like the reasonable party.”

Of course it did. Valerie had always been strategic about appearances.

“The first mediation is scheduled for Tuesday, March twenty-sixth,” Gerald continued. “Standard procedure with a professional mediator at a neutral location.”

Astoria shifted in her seat. She had five days to prepare to sit across a table from her ex-wife and two attorneys who would believe every lie Valerie told them and look at Astoria and see exactly what Valerie wanted them to see: the ice queen villain.

She looked at Miller Scott’s photo again, the woman who had built her career on protecting people from monsters. And she would think Astoria was one.

“Strategy,” Astoria said, closing her laptop harder than necessary. “What’s ours?”

“Same as it’s been. We document the truth, stay professional, and don’t engage with Valerie’s performance.” Gerald’s voice was calm and measured, probably the same tone he used with all his clients. “The evidence is on your side, Astoria. We just have to be patient and let the truth come out.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She’d been patient for six months while Valerie poisoned the narrative and while business presses speculated about what kind of woman could drive her wife to such desperate measures.

“Fine,” she said. “Send me everything you have on both of them, anything that might indicate their approach.”

Gerald nodded and packed. “I’ll have it for you by the end of the day.” After he finished packing his briefcase, he looked at her. “Try to get some rest before Tuesday. You’ll want to be sharp.”

“I’m always sharp.”

He didn’t argue, just gave her a small nod and left.

Astoria sat in the silence of her office, the muffled sounds of the city filtering through the glass. On her desk, the protein bar Gloria had left her sat untouched beside a coffee long since gone cold. Her phone buzzed once, a text from Isabella Montgomery lighting up the screen, checking in after seeing the latest press coverage.

She ignored it. She’d respond later when she had the energy to perform gratitude for concern that couldn’t actually help her. Instead, she pulled her laptop closer, losing herself in discovery motions and deposition prep until the cleaning crew arrived and the hallways went dark.

She never did respond to Isabella.

By the time Astoria pulled into her driveway, the sun had long since set and the text had been buried under a dozen work emails she’d answered before finally admitting the day was over. She’d respond tomorrow, but probably not.

The house was dark when she unlocked the door, same as she’d left it that morning. No lights on timers, no one home to flip a switch. She moved through the shadows by muscle memory, dropping her keys on the entry table and her bag on the kitchen counter beside the dinner she’d reheated and forgotten to eat before leaving for work. It was still sitting there, congealed and cold.

She should throw it out and eat something else, but she simply walked past it to her home office and opened her laptop again.

The case files were waiting for her, transferred from her work computer to her personal drive. She’d already read through them at least a dozen times since Gerald had sent them, but she needed to know every detail, every contradiction in Valerie’s narrative, every piece of evidence that proved she wasn’t the monster her ex-wife had painted her to be.

The laptop screen illuminated the room in pale blue-white light, and through the window, the ocean was a dark expanse broken only by the distant sweep of the lighthouse beam cutting through the spring night.

She hunkered down and read the documents her attorney had prepared. Email chains where Valerie had undermined her to board members in language just deniable enough to seem innocent, calendar entries Valerie had changed without asking that isolated Astoria from colleagues under the guise of protecting her time, and financial records showing accounts Valerie had tried to control and purchases made to establish a pattern of shared assets that had never actually been shared.

They’d spent six months excavating the wreckage of her marriage and organizing it into neat, producible evidence to build the case.

And now, there was a new audience for Valerie’s performance.

Astoria navigated to the browser tab she’d left open, though she’d meant to close it hours ago, and Miller Scott’s photo filled the screen.

Research, she reminded herself. Know your opponent.

She sat there in the dark home office, the ocean murmuring beyond the glass, and thought about what Rachel Hartwell and Miller Scott would see on Tuesday. Would they see the ice queen? The controlling wife? The villain Valerie had spent six months engineering from curated details and strategic tears?

Memories of the Phoenix Ridge Pride Gala intruded. Valerie’s hand was on her arm, her manicured nails digging just hard enough to bruise where no one could see. Valerie’s laugh, bright and charming, filled the space, as she told their circle about Astoria’s “adorable” inability to connect with people. “She’s lucky she has me to handle the human side of things. Left to her own devices, she’d probably just send spreadsheets and call it networking.”

Everyone had laughed because Valerie made it sound fond, like a joke between loving spouses, and Astoria had stood there with that practiced smile frozen on her face while something inside her finally, irreparably cracked.

She’d filed for divorce the next morning.

Astoria closed the laptop, and the darkness was immediate, the ocean somehow louder without the screen’s glow. She sat motionless, letting her eyes adjust, feeling the emptiness of the house settle around her.

No one was coming home. No one was waiting awake for her to finish working. No one would ask about her day or notice if she didn’t eat or care if she sat here until dawn building defenses against a woman who had already taken fifteen years of her life.

She was alone, had been alone for six months, and before that, she’d been alone in a different way, the kind of alone you could be while sharing a bed with someone who made you feel small.

But she’d learned that being alone was safer. It meant nobody could use her softness against her.

She stood, her joints stiff from sitting too long, and made her way through the dark house to a bedroom she still wasn’t used to sleeping in.

On Tuesday, Valerie’s new attorneys would look across the table expecting to see a monster. And Astoria was determined to give them nothing at all.
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Chapter 3: Miller

The mediator’s conference room was aggressively neutral with its beige walls, abstract art that no one would remember, and chairs that probably cost more than Miller’s monthly rent. She’d been in dozens of rooms like this, built to feel impartial and above the fray. But this one had harbor views through floor-to-ceiling windows and a polish to everything that whispered money even while trying to say nothing at all.

She’d noticed Rachel noticing, too, when they’d arrived thirty minutes early to set up, a slight raise of the eyebrows, nothing more. Hartwell & Associates did well enough, but this was a different tier.

Now Miller sat with her legal pad ready, documents organized in the folder before her, watching Valerie fidget with her water glass across the table. They’d prepped for this. Rachel had walked them both through the strategy: start high on the settlement demands, gauge flexibility, and see if there was any path to resolution before this turned into an all-out war.

Valerie had arrived in a quiet panic, hugging Miller in the hallway like they were old friends rather than attorney and client. “Thank you for being here,” she’d whispered, and Miller had squeezed her arm and promised they had this handled.

She believed it too. She’d spent the last eight days buried in files and financials, building their understanding of the case brick by brick. She knew what they were asking for and why it was justified. She knew Valerie’s contributions to Shepry Global had been systematically erased, her confidence shredded by years of subtle cruelty.

She was ready to go up against Astoria and defend her client.

The door opened, and Miller looked up from her notes. The woman who walked in wasn’t the image she’d constructed in her mind. She was taller than the photos suggested—maybe five-ten, five-eleven with ramrod posture. Her dark hair was swept back to display her angular features. She wore a charcoal suit that fit like it had been sewn onto her body, and she moved into the room without hesitation.

Gerald Bracks followed behind her, a silver-haired man in his sixties who walked like he’d been winning cases since before Miller passed the bar. Miller had researched him, too, of course. He had an excellent reputation using old-school tactics and was protective of his clients.

But it was Astoria who held the room.

She stood at the head of the table for a moment, surveying the space the way someone might assess property they were considering acquiring, and then she sat, smooth and economical, no movement wasted.

Miller had expected ice and cold dismissal, maybe a flicker of cruelty beneath the professional mask. But what she got instead was something harder to read.

“Thank you all for being here.” Beatrice Vaughn, the mediator, was a composed woman in her fifties with a reputation for fairness and an hourly rate that matched. “I trust everyone understands the ground rules. We’re here to explore resolution, not to relitigate grievances. I’ll ask each party to present their position, and then we’ll see if there’s common ground.”

Common ground. Miller almost smiled. They were asking for forty percent of Shepry Global and spousal support. Gerald’s counteroffer had been ten percent of liquid assets. They weren’t in the same universe, let alone on common ground.

Rachel shifted beside her, a subtle signal. Stay sharp. Watch everything.

Valerie spoke first, her voice steady despite the slight tremor in her hands. She talked about the marriage, years of partnership, contributions she’d made that had never been acknowledged. Miller had heard it all before in their prep sessions, but Valerie told it well—not overwrought or theatrical, just a woman laying out facts.

Across the table, Astoria’s expression didn’t change. Not a flinch or tightening of the jaw or the subtle clench of someone biting a response. She sat perfectly still, hands folded on the table in front of her, and listened to her ex-wife describe alleged emotional abuse like she was hearing a quarterly earnings report.

It should’ve confirmed everything Miller believed about the ice queen incapable of normal human responses. Instead, it made her wonder what it cost her to sit that still.

Gerald presented their counter-position with the smooth confidence of a man who’d done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more. He disputed Valerie’s characterization of her role, cited employment contracts and compensation records, and painted a picture of a wife who’d been well-paid for well-defined work.

“My client built Shepry Global from nothing,” Gerald said, not looking at Valerie. “Ms. Shepry-Dane was a valued employee and partner, but the suggestion that she’s entitled to forty percent of a company she did not found, fund, or lead is, frankly, unrealistic.”

Valerie’s hand found Miller’s under the table, squeezing briefly before releasing.

Rachel leaned forward. “The documentation tells a different story. We have emails showing Ms. Shepry-Dane’s strategic input on major acquisitions, calendar records of client meetings she led independently, performance reviews she authored for senior staff⁠—”

“All within the scope of her employment,” Gerald interrupted. “For which she was compensated at a rate well above market average.”

They went back and forth, Rachel and Gerald, making point and counterpoint. Miller took notes and watched for openings. The rhythm of negotiation was her favorite part and what she knew well.

But she kept finding her attention pulled across the table.

Astoria had a pen in her hand now, turning it slowly between her fingers. Her long fingers with neat nails and no rings. The wedding band was gone, Miller realized. Of course it was; she’d filed for divorce six months ago.

Why was Miller noticing her hands anyway? She dragged her focus back to her notes.

Beatrice called for a brief caucus, fifteen minutes to consult with the clients separately. The Shepry side filed out to a smaller room down the hall, and Miller exhaled.

“She’s a wall,” Rachel murmured as she gathered papers.

“I noticed.” Miller kept her voice low. “She didn’t react to anything.”

“Either she’s a sociopath or she’s very good at controlling herself under pressure.” Rachel gave her a questioning look. “You’ve been quiet.”

“I’ve been watching like you said.”

“And what did you notice?”

Miller hesitated. She wasn’t sure how to articulate what she’d seen. The woman across that table matched the facts of Valerie’s story, but she didn’t match the feeling Miller had expected to have when facing her.

Miller had expected to feel righteous and ready to fight, but there was a niggle lingering in her mind, like she was missing something.

“She’s not what I expected,” Miller finally said. “I don’t know what that means yet, though.”

Rachel nodded approvingly. “Keep watching.”

When they reconvened, the gap hadn’t narrowed. Beatrice guided them through another round of proposals, and Miller could see the frustration bunching up in Valerie’s shoulders and the evenness hardening in Gerald’s voice.

And next to Gerald, Astoria remained unchanged, her face still unreadable.

Then, Gerald made a mistake.

It was small, a reference to a timeline that didn’t match the documents she’d memorized. Gerald placed Valerie’s departure from the acquisition team in early March, but the internal memos Valerie had given them had shown her leading the Harbor Point negotiations well into April.

Miller glanced at Rachel, who gave a tiny nod.

“If I may,” Miller said, her voice cutting into the exchange.

Astoria’s gaze shifted to her. It was the first time those gray-blue eyes had focused on Miller specifically, and the weight of that attention was heavier than she’d anticipated.

Miller didn’t flinch. “Mr. Bracks, you referenced early March as when Ms. Shepry-Dane stepped back from the acquisition team, but the internal memos we received in discovery show her leading the Harbor Point negotiations through mid-April.” She flipped to the relevant page and slid it across the table. “That's six weeks of documented strategic involvement after the date you cited.”

Gerald didn’t fluster. He reached into his own folder, produced a document, and slid it beside hers. "The company's project management records show Ms. Shepry-Dane's last logged involvement with Harbor Point as March third. She attended no meetings after that date and was copied on no correspondence."

Miller looked at the two documents side by side. The dates didn’t match, neither did the signatures, which meant one of these records was wrong.

“It seems,” Beatrice said slowly, “that there’s a discrepancy in the documentation.”

“So it seems,” Gerald agreed, his tone mild.

Miller kept her face neutral, but something cold slid through her stomach. She’d reviewed Valerie’s files thoroughly and had taken them as fact, but looking at the document Gerald had produced—the clean formatting, the systematic dating, the project management stamps—it didn’t look fabricated. On the contrary, it looked like exactly the kind of meticulous record-keeping a company like Shepry Global would maintain.

Which meant either Gerald’s side had doctored evidence, or⁠—

She didn’t finish the thought.

Astoria picked up both documents and studied them as if she were dismantling the text word by word. When she looked up, she met Miller’s gaze directly. “Ms. Scott.” Her voice was lower than Miller had expected. “I’d be very interested to know the provenance of your version. Who provided it and when?”

It was a direct challenge for Miller, as if Rachel or the mediator weren’t even in the room.

Miller met her gaze. “Discovery documents are discovery documents, Ms. Shepry. I’m sure your team is as interested in accuracy as we are.”

Astoria tilted her head a fraction of an inch, the way someone might when a minor player suddenly becomes interesting. “Accuracy,” she repeated. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m interested in.”

“Then I’m sure we can resolve the discrepancy,” Miller said, holding her ground even as her mind raced with explanations: a clerical error or version control problem or something else easily explainable.

Gerald cleared his throat. "Perhaps this is something both teams can investigate before the next session.”

“Agreed,” Rachel said, and the moment passed.

But…it hadn’t passed. Not really. Miller could feel it stirring in her chest, that cold uncertainty and question she wasn’t ready to ask.

The mediation continued for another forty minutes, but the dynamic had shifted. When Gerald spoke, Miller found herself listening differently, searching for other inconsistencies. When Rachel made a point, Miller felt Astoria’s gaze on her, as if waiting to see what else might not add up.

“The truth,” Astoria said quietly, almost to herself, during a lull. “Let’s hope someone’s interested in finding it.”

Miller couldn’t discern if it was aimed at her or not, and she couldn’t stop thinking about those two documents side by side. It should’ve been a strong showing. She’d spoken up and held her ground, determined to show she wasn’t intimidated by Astoria Shepry or her expensive lawyer. Yet she still felt off-balance in a way she couldn’t explain.

By four o’clock, Beatrice called it. “We’re not going to reach a resolution today. I’d encourage both parties to review what’s been discussed and consider whether there’s room for movement before we proceed to litigation.”

There wouldn’t be. Miller knew it, and from the set of Gerald’s jaw, he knew it too. This had been a mere formality, a required step before the real battle began.

They exchanged handshakes all around, and then, Astoria was in front of her.

“Ms. Scott.” She extended her hand, and Miller took it.

Astoria’s palm was cool and dry, her grip firm. A professional courtesy, nothing more. Except it lasted a beat too long, and Miller couldn’t tell which of them had held on.

When they released, Astoria’s expression was the same unreadable expression she’d had all afternoon.

“I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other,” she said, and Miller could hear the unspoken threat, I see you; I’ll be ready.

“I’m sure we will,” Miller replied, and her voice came out steadier than she felt.

Astoria turned and walked out, Gerald at her heels, leaving Miller standing in that expensive conference room wondering why her pulse was still elevated, even after the adrenaline from negotiation should’ve worn off.

Miller took her time gathering her belongings.

Rachel had already left with Valerie, the two of them deep in conversation about next steps and documentation and all the practical matters that came after a mediation went nowhere. Miller had begged off, claiming she wanted to review her notes while they were fresh. Rachel had given her a long look but hadn't pushed.

Now, Miller stood alone in the conference room, sliding papers into her folder with more attention than the task required. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the harbor had gone silver in the late afternoon light, boats bobbing in their slips, the water flat and colorless under an overcast sky.

She wasn’t sure why she was stalling. The mediation was over, and they’d move to litigation, which meant months of depositions and motions and court dates stretching into summer, if not later. She should be thinking about strategy and those mismatched documents and which questions to ask Valerie when they meet again.

But her mind kept replaying Astoria Shepry’s voice and the way it’d dropped when she said her name.

Miller shook her head and packed the last of her things. She was tired. It’d been a long day with high stakes against an opponent who’d proven harder to read than expected. She’d go home, pour a glass of wine, and stop thinking about those gray-blue eyes.

The hallway was empty when she stepped out, her heels muffled by the plush carpet that probably cost more per square foot than her apartment’s rent. She made her way to the elevator and pressed the button, then heard footsteps behind her.

She knew who it was before she turned. Something about the rhythm of those footsteps, unhurried but purposeful.

Astoria Shepry came to a stop a few feet away, her attention fixed on the elevator doors as if Miller weren't there at all.

Miller considered the stairs. Twenty-four floors was a lot, but it would spare her the next sixty seconds of whatever this was going to be. She could claim she needed the exercise, that she always took the stairs, that⁠—

The elevator chimed, and the doors slid open.

Astoria stepped in first, and Miller followed because taking the stairs now would look like exactly what it was: avoidance.

The doors slid closed behind her, sealing them into a space that felt considerably smaller than it had any right to be. Miller positioned herself on the opposite side, eyes fixed on the descending numbers above the door. Twenty-four floors to the lobby. She could manage twenty-four floors.

Astoria stood with her hands clasped in front of her, posture as impeccable as it’d been in the conference room. She didn't acknowledge Miller beyond a slight shift in her stance, a recalibration of her awareness to account for the new presence in the confined space.

The elevator hummed its way downward. Eighteen…seventeen…sixteen…

Miller became aware, against her will, of small details she hadn't noticed in the conference room: the sharp scent of Astoria's perfume, the way Astoria’s breathing was so controlled it was almost inaudible, the fine grain of her charcoal suit jacket that was visible now that Miller was close enough to see the texture.

She fixed her gaze on the doors and counted floors.

Twelve…eleven…ten…

In the polished metal of the elevator doors, she could see their reflections, distorted and strange. Two women standing as far apart as the space allowed, neither looking at the other. Except when Miller glanced at Astoria’s reflection, Astoria was already looking at hers.

Their eyes met in the warped metal, held for half a second, and then both of them looked away.

Eight…seven…six…

Miller’s pulse had picked up again, that same low thrum she'd felt when their handshake had lasted a beat too long. She told herself it was the residual tension of the mediation and the strangeness of being trapped in a small space with someone she'd spent the afternoon opposing. Anyone would feel unsettled. It didn't mean anything.

Four…three…two…

The elevator settled with a soft chime, and the doors parted onto the marble lobby. Astoria stepped out first, her stride long and relaxed, and Miller followed a few paces behind.

At the building's entrance, Astoria paused with her hand on the glass door. She turned, just enough to catch Miller's eye.

“Ms. Scott.” She gave a nod but nothing more, and then she was through the door and gone, swallowed by the gray afternoon and the waiting town car at the curb.

Miller stood in the lobby for a moment longer than necessary, watching through the glass as the car pulled away. Then she made her way to the parking garage, found her Civic in the dim concrete structure, and sat behind the wheel without starting the engine.

The mediation had gone as expected—no resolution, positions too far apart, litigation inevitable. She’d held her own against Gerald Bracks and hadn't let Astoria Shepry intimidate her. By any reasonable measure, it had been a successful afternoon.

Miller shoved aside the feeling that she was missing something, started the car, and pulled out of the garage, merging into the late afternoon traffic. The harbor was visible for a moment between buildings, that same flat silver water, before the road curved and it disappeared from view.

By the time she reached Hartwell & Associates, Miller had convinced herself that nagging feeling she couldn’t quite pin down meant nothing at all.
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Chapter 4: Astoria

Astoria read the same paragraph for the fourth time and still couldn’t say what it contained.

She set down her pen, pressing her fingertips against her eyelids until she saw sparks. The discovery folder lay open across her desk, documents highlighted and annotated in her precise handwriting, six months of preparation distilled into evidence. She should know every word by now. Instead, her mind kept drifting back to Tuesday’s mediation, replaying moments she’d rather forget.

“The mediation went about as expected,” Gerald Brack said from the chair across from her. His pen tapped against his legal pad, a habit she usually found ground but today it grated against her nerves. “Beatrice Vaughn will file her report, both parties will decline the settlement, and we’ll move to litigation. All standard.”

“Standard,” Astoria repeated, though nothing about Tuesday had felt standard.

She pushed back from her desk and crossed to the window, needing distance from the documents that refused to hold her attention. The harbor stretched below, gray and flat, a container ship inching toward the docks. Her coffee sat cooling on the desk, her third cup of the morning, though she'd stopped tasting it somewhere around the second.

“Rachel Hartwell is formidable,” Gerald continued. “She’s experienced and respected, so she won’t make mistakes we can exploit.”

“I’m not looking to exploit mistakes.” She turned from the window. “I’m looking to prove the truth.”

“Which we will. The documents speak for themselves.”

Did they, though? Astoria had watched Valerie perform for fifteen years and knew how convincing that performance could be—the trembling voice, the carefully timed tears, the way Valerie could make anyone in the room feel like her protector. Rachel Hartwell would see a woman fleeing an abusive marriage, exactly what Valerie wanted her to see.

“What’s your read on their team?” Astoria asked, settling back into her chair. She pulled the discovery folder toward her, forcing her eyes to focus on the financials.

“Rachel will be methodical and thorough. She’ll build a narrative and stick to it.” Gerald flipped a page in his notes. “The associate—Scott—is sharper than I expected. She caught the timeline discrepancy before Rachel did.”

Astoria’s pen stilled on the page. She remembered that moment, Miller Scott's voice cutting through the back-and-forth, confident and precise, and the way she'd held her ground when Astoria challenged her, not flinching, not backing down.

Most of Valerie’s previous attorneys had been pushovers or pitbulls, easy to predict and easier to outmaneuver. Miller Scott was neither.

“She could be a problem,” Astoria said.

“She could be an asset.” Gerald set down his pen. “She questioned Valerie’s timeline and didn’t just accept it. That’s unusual for someone on Valerie’s side.”

“She’ll fall in line. They always do once Valerie turns on the charm.”

Gerald studied her for a moment, that particular attentiveness he brought to depositions. She didn’t care for being on the receiving end of it.

“You seem tired,” he said finally. “When’s the last time you slept through the night?”

“I’m fine.”

“Astoria—”

“The deposition responses are due in two weeks.” She kept her voice brisk. “I’ll have the document production signed off by Friday. The interrogatory responses are already drafted.”

Gerald accepted the redirect, though his expression said he wasn’t fooled. He gathered his papers, tucking the file into the briefcase. “I have a courthouse appearance at two-thirty for the Murphy zoning dispute.”

“I have a deposition there at the same time. Harmon Properties.”

“I’ll see you in the lobby then.” He paused at the door. “We just need to keep being patient.”

She nodded, the appropriate response to the appropriate reassurance. Gerald left, and the office settled into silence once more.

Astoria stared at the documents in front of her: all the financial records, employment contracts, and email chains that would prove Valerie’s claims were fabricated. It was all here, meticulously organized and ready to be weaponized in her defense.

She should feel something. Anger, maybe, or satisfaction that the truth would finally come out. But instead, she felt hollowed out, running on coffee and spite and the stubborn refusal to let Valerie win.

Gloria had left a protein bar on her desk, right where she’d left one yesterday and the day before. Astoria couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten breakfast, much less a full meal. Or the last time she’d slept without waking at three in the morning, her mind replaying some conversation, some conversation, some sign she should’ve seen years ago.

She tore open the wrapper and took a bite, chewing mechanically.

The mediation kept surfacing despite her efforts to focus. Not the legal strategy or Valerie's performance; she'd expected both. What she hadn't expected was the associate, the way Miller Scott had looked at her across that table, assessing and sharp, like she was solving a puzzle and wasn't sure she liked the picture forming.

Astoria was used to being observed. Between boardrooms, press conferences, and charity galas, she’d spent two decades being evaluated and judged. She’d built her armor specifically for those gazes, the ice queen facade that kept everyone at a professional distance.

And Miller Scott had looked at her like she could see right through it.

Ridiculous, Astoria thought, shoving the thought aside. She was exhausted. Six months of this battle had worn her down to raw nerves and made her see significance where there was none.

She finished the protein bar and threw away the wrapper. It was already two o’clock, and she needed to leave for the courthouse soon.

The Harmon deposition was routine, a dispute she could handle in her sleep that’d take an hour, maybe two, and then she’d be back at her desk building the case that would finally end this nightmare. She packed her files and checked her reflection in the window glass. The woman looking back at her was composed and immaculate, the ice queen ready for battle.

Astoria grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

At the courthouse, security waved Astoria through before she reached the metal detector.

“Ms. Shepry, right this way.” The officer gestured toward the side entrance, already lifting the rope for her. In front of her, a dozen people waited in line with their bags and briefcases, watching as she bypassed the queue entirely.

She hadn’t asked for special treatment—she never did—but the Shepry name carried weight in Phoenix Ridge, and courthouse security apparently kept track of which faces belonged to billionaires embroiled in high-profile cases. Astoria murmured her thanks and walked through, acutely aware of the eyes following her.

Gerald fell into step beside her as they entered the main corridor. “The Murphy hearing went long. I’ll need to review the judge’s notes before the next filing.”

“Send them to me tonight. I’ll look them over after the Harmon deposition.”

The courthouse bustled with the usual afternoon traffic: attorneys in sharp suits, clerks hauling file boxes, and a few civilians looking lost among the marble and wood paneling. Astoria moved through it all with practiced efficiency, her heels clicking against the polished floor as she and Gerald discussed discovery timelines and deposition strategy.

She saw Miller Scott before her brain fully registered who she was looking at.

Miller stood near the end of the corridor, alone outside one of the smaller courtrooms, scrolling through her phone. She wore a navy blazer over a cream blouse, her hair pulled back in a low twist that left her neck exposed. She was professional, put-together, and utterly unremarkable, except that Astoria’s stride faltered for a half-step before she caught herself.

Gerald was still talking about document production deadlines, and Astoria made an appropriate noise of agreement while her mind calculated distances and angles. Only fifty feet between them, maybe less. She could keep walking, offer a polite nod in passing, and maintain⁠—

Miller looked up from her phone, and their eyes met across the corridor. Astoria watched recognition flicker across Miller’s face, a slight widening of the eyes and a tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there a moment ago, before she offered a small nod.

Astoria should have returned it and kept moving. That would have been the smart thing to do. She waited for the familiar detachment to set in that made interactions like this effortless, but it didn’t come. Instead, there was something else, something unsettled and nameless that made her feet slow before her mind caught up.

“Gerald, give me a minute.”

He followed her gaze to Miller and raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Astoria crossed the remaining distance before she could think better of it.

“Ms. Scott.” She kept her voice even. “Waiting on a hearing?”

Miller tucked her phone into her pocket. “A procedural matter for another client, should be quick.” She paused, something cautious in her expression. “The Harmon deposition?”

“The same.” Astoria wasn't sure why she'd stopped or what she should say now that she had. The silence between them stretched a beat too long. “The discovery deadline is in two weeks. I trust your team is prepared.”

“We’re on schedule.” Miller’s tone matched hers, polite and guarded, giving nothing away. “I’m sure yours is as well.”

“Always.”

The courthouse noise filled the space around them: footsteps, murmured conversations, the distant sound of a door closing. Astoria became aware that she was standing closer to Miller than necessary and that she’d positioned herself as if they were having a real conversation rather than exchanging pleasantries.

She should walk away. She had a deposition to attend and absolutely no reason to be making small talk with opposing counsel in a courthouse hallway.

The courtroom door swung open behind Miller, and a young woman stepped out with an armful of precariously stacked files. “Miller, Judge Dawson’s ready for— Oh.” She stopped short, taking in the scene. “Sorry, am I interrupting?”

“Not at all.” Miller turned toward her colleague, her shoulders softening and the tight line of her mouth easing into something almost relaxed. “Sienna, this is Astoria Shepry. Ms. Shepry, Sienna Ross, our paralegal.”

Sienna’s eyes widened with recognition, but she recovered quickly, extending her free hand with a warm smile. “Ms. Shepry, it’s nice to meet you. I’ve read a lot about Shepry Global’s sustainability initiatives. The green infrastructure work you’re doing is really impressive.”

“Thank you.” Astoria shook her hand, caught off-guard by the genuine enthusiasm. “It’s a passion project.”

“It shows.” Sienna glanced at Miller. “We should head in. Judge Dawson hates when people are late.”

Miller nodded, but her attention lingered on Astoria for a moment longer. “Good luck with your deposition, Ms. Shepry.”

“And with your hearing, Ms. Scott.”

Miller turned to follow Sienna into the courtroom, and Astoria caught the tail-end of their exchange, Sienna saying something in a low voice and Miller letting out a quiet huff of laughter. The sound was unexpectedly warm, nothing like the measured professional who’d sat across the mediation table two days ago.

Then the courtroom door closed behind them, and Astoria was left in the corridor with an odd tightness in her chest.

“Making friends?” Gerald had appeared at her elbow, his expression suggesting he found the situation more amusing than he was letting on.

“Just professional courtesy.” Astoria turned and started walking toward the deposition room. “The case will go more smoothly if we’re civil.”

“Of course.” Gerald matched her pace. “Though I don’t recall you ever stopping to chat with opposing counsel before in twenty years of knowing you.”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

She could feel Gerald’s gaze heating the side of her face, but she ignored it. They walked the rest of the way in silence, and Astoria forced her attention to the Harmon deposition and the questions she needed to ask.

She did not think about Miller Scott’s laugh or the way her face had transformed when she was performing for an adversary.

She didn’t think about it at all.
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Chapter 5: Miller

Nadia had the door open before Miller reached the porch.

“You’re early.” Her mother pulled her into a hug that smelled of rosemary, the kind of embrace that made Miller’s shoulders drop three inches. “Harper bet me you’d be late. Something about a big case keeping you chained to your desk.”

“Harper owes you five bucks.” Miller stepped inside, letting the familiar chaos of her childhood home wash over her. Books were stacked on every surface, Harper’s motorcycle magazines mixed with Nadia’s gardening catalogs. The old Persian rug that had survived three decades of family life was in the same place in the living room. “I left the office at a reasonable hour for once.”

“A miracle.” Nadia took the wine bottle from Miller’s hands and examined the label with theatrical scrutiny. “Oh, this is the good stuff. You must want something.”

“Can’t a daughter bring her mothers decent wine without an ulterior motive?”

“She can. You don’t.”

From the kitchen, Harper’s voice carried through the house. “Is that Miller? Tell her she’s on salad duty. The lettuce isn’t going to wash itself.”

Miller grinned and headed toward the kitchen, Nadia trailing behind her. The smell hit her before she rounded the corner—roast chicken, herbs, something with garlic that made her stomach growl. Harper stood at the stove, her silvery hair cropped short, a dish towel thrown over one shoulder like she'd forgotten it was there.

“Hey, kid.” Harper didn’t turn around, just gestured vaguely toward the counter. “Lettuce is there. Spinner’s in the counter.”

“Good to see you, too, Mom.”

“I’ll be delighted to see you once the salad’s done.” But Harper was smiling; Miller could hear it in her voice.

She found the spinner, filled the sink, and started washing romaine lettuce while Nadia uncorked the wine and poured three generous glasses. This was the rhythm of Sunday dinner: Harper cooking, Nadia supervising, Miller helping where directed. They’d been doing this since she was old enough to hold a knife safely, and the routine felt like a warm blanket she could wrap around herself.

“So,” Nadia said, handing her a glass and leaning against the counter, “tell us about this case that’s been eating all your time.”

“The Shepry divorce.” Miller shook water off a handful of lettuce. “I mentioned it last week.”

“The billionaire one?” Harper turned from the stove, wooden spatula in hand. “The one that’s been all over the news? The CEO with the”—she made a vague gesture—”cold reputation.”

“Ice queen,” Nadia supplied. “That’s what the press calls her.”

“That’s the one. We’re representing her ex-wife, Valerie.”

Harper raised an eyebrow. “And? How’s it going?”

Miller considered the question while she loaded lettuce into the spinner. The mediation had been five days ago, and she’d spent every one of them buried in discovery prep. “Mediation failed, so we’re heading to litigation. It’ll be a long fight. Their positions are too far apart for a settlement.”

“Sounds expensive.” Harper turned back to the stove, stirring something that sizzled.

“For people like the Sheprys, it’s a rounding error.” Miller cranked the spinner, watching the lettuce whirl. “The real cost is time. This could drag on for months.”

“And how's your client holding up?" Nadia's voice was gentle, the social worker in her always attuned to the human element.

“Valerie’s…determined. She’s been through a lot. Fifteen years of marriage, and by the end—” Miller paused, choosing her words. “Let’s just say I believe her when she says it wasn’t healthy.”

Nadia made a soft sound of understanding, and Harper just nodded.

“What about the other side?” Harper asked. “This ice queen. What’s she like in person?”

Miller’s hand slowed on the spinner. “She’s…not what I expected.”

Nadia tilted her head. “How so?”

“The press makes her sound like this calculating monster, but in person she’s just…controlled. Very controlled. Every word is measured and every expression managed. It’s impressive, actually.”

“You sound impressed,” Nadia observed.

“Professionally, yes. She’s a serious opponent.” Miller transferred the lettuce to a bowl, grateful for the task. “Gerald Bracks is her attorney. He’s been doing this for forty years, but you can tell she’s the one running the show and nothing happens without her approval first.”

“Is she intimidating?” Harper asked.

Miller considered. “Not exactly, more commanding. She knows exactly what she’s doing at all times. During the mediation, she didn’t miss a single detail, and she caught a timeline discrepancy.” She paused. “I challenged her on it, actually, and spoke up during the negotiation.”

“Good for you.” Harper’s approval was evident. “Is Rachel letting you take point?”

“She trusted me to contribute. And Astoria—Ms. Shepry—didn’t back down, but she didn’t dismiss me either. She responded to me directly, like I was worth listening to, not just the second chair.”

There was a brief silence, and Miller looked up to find her mothers exchanging one of their looks, the silent language they shared after thirty years together.

“What?” Miller asked.

“Nothing.” Nadia smiled. “Dinner’s almost ready. Want to help me set the table?”

The dining room table was the same one Miller had done homework on, eaten birthday dinners at, and had countless Sunday meals around. She knew every scratch and water ring. Tonight, Nadia had put out the good napkins, the ones with the embroidered edges that only came out for holidays and important dinners.

“It’s just a regular Sunday,” Miller said as she set out plates.

“It’s the first nice weekend of spring. That counts as a holiday.” Nadia arranged the silverware beside each plate. “Besides, you’ve been working too hard. You deserve the good napkins.”

Harper appeared with the chicken, golden and fragrant, and they settled into their seats. The conversation flowed easily: Harper's latest motorcycle restoration project, the '72 Honda CB350-4 she'd been chasing parts for; and Nadia's volunteer work at the LGBTQ+ youth center, where a teenager had come out to accepting parents that week and the whole staff had quietly celebrated.

“That’s wonderful,” Miller said, meaning it. “It must feel good to be part of that.”

“Everyone deserves a safe space to figure themselves out.” Nadia passed her the potatoes. “Speaking of which, how are you, sweetheart? Besides work, I mean. Are you taking care of yourself?”

“I’m fine. Busy, but fine.”

“Dating anyone?” Harper asked, too casually.

Miller sighed. Here it was, the question that surfaced every few months like clockwork. “No. You know I don’t have time right now.”

“You always say that.” Harper cut into her chicken. “You said that when you were finishing law school. You said it your first year at the firm. And you said it when you made it as an associate.”

“I dated Marcus for almost a year.”

“Marcus.” Harper’s tone suggested what she thought of Marcus. “The accountant who collected stamps.”

“There’s nothing wrong with collecting stamps.”

“There’s nothing right with it either.” Harper pointed the tines of her fork at Miller. “He was nice enough, I’ll give you that, but you never seemed…”

“Excited about him?” Nadia offered.

“I was going to say ‘interested,’ but sure, excited works.”

Miller felt the familiar defensiveness rising in her chest. “Not everyone needs fireworks, Mom. Marcus was stable and reliable, easy to be with.”

“Easy isn’t the same as right.” Nadia’s voice was pitched softly. “You dated him for eleven months and never brought him here for Sunday dinner. That tells me something.”

“I was busy⁠—”

“You bring your work stress here. And your victories and frustrations. But you’ve never brought anyone you were dating.” Nadia reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m not criticizing, sweetheart. I’m just observing.”

Miller didn’t have an answer for that, so she focused on her plate.

The silence stretched just long enough to be noticeable before Harper cleared her throat. “So this Shepry woman, the ice queen. What’s she actually like?”

Grateful for the subject change, Miller considered the question. “Honestly? I’m not sure. I’ve only seen her in one context—across a negotiating table fighting for her future—and that’s not exactly when people show their authentic selves.”

“But you have an impression.”

“I think…” Miller paused, remembering the flicker she’d seen during the mediation. That split second when Astoria’s mask had slipped and something raw had crossed her face before she’d locked it down again. “I think ‘cold’ is reductive. She’s guarded, definitely, but guarded isn’t the same as cold.”

“How so?”

“Cold implies she doesn’t feel things, but watching her during the mediation, there was a moment when Valerie had said something and I saw—” Miller stopped. Why was she analyzing this so thoroughly? It was just a professional observation. “I saw a reaction, just for a second, something underneath all those layers of control.”

“Sounds like you were paying close attention,” Harper observed.

“It’s my job to read the opposing party.” Miller heard the slight edge in her own voice and softened it. “Anyway, she’s going to be tough to beat, which is what makes this case interesting.”

“You like the challenge,” Nadia said, and it wasn’t a question.

“I do.” Miller smiling, feeling the truth of it. “The routine cases were getting stale. This one demands everything I’ve got, and I’m grateful for it.”

Her mothers exchanged another look, quicker this time.

“What?” Miller asked again.

“Nothing.” Harper stood to get dessert. “I made apple pie.”

“You made pie? It’s not even a holiday.”

“Keep up, Miller. It’s the first nice weekend of spring.”

The pie was perfect—Harper’s pie always was—and the conversation shifted to lighter topics: neighborhood gossip, Miller’s running schedule, whether the Hendersons down the street were ever going to finish their renovation. The evening warmed the dining room, golden light slanting through the windows, and Miller felt the last of the week’s tension unwind.

This is what Sunday dinners were for, this grounding reminder that no matter how demanding work became, she had a place where she belonged unconditionally.

After dessert, Miller started gathering the plates.

“Leave those,” Nadia said. “I’ll get them later.”

“I don’t mind.” Miller stacked the dishes, falling into the rhythm. “You cooked—well, Harper cooked—so I can clean.”

“You’re our guest.”

“I’m your daughter. That’s not the same thing.”

Nadia smiled and handed her the serving bowl. “Fine, but I’m supervising.”

They moved to the kitchen, settling into the familiar dance of cleaning. Miller washed, Nadia dried, and Harper's voice drifted in from the living room where she'd retreated with the newspaper and her reading glasses.

“The article about the Shepry divorce had a photo of her. Astoria,” Nadia said casually.

Miller focused on scrubbing a particularly stubborn spot. “Oh?”

“She looked exhausted. All that buttoned-up composure, but her eyes…” Nadia set a plate in the cabinet. “I’ve seen that look before in my clients back when I was working. The ones just trying to hold everything together with whatever scrap of willpower they had left.”

Miller thought about Astoria in the elevator, the rigid set of her shoulders, the determined way she'd kept her gaze fixed on the doors. The way she'd acknowledged Miller at the courthouse with a nod that was perfectly polite and absolutely nothing else.

“It’s not my job to feel sorry for her,” Miller said. “She’s the opposing party.”

“I didn’t say you should feel sorry for her.” Nadia handed her another plate to wash. “I just said I noticed something, that’s all.”

They finished the dishes in comfortable silence.

“You’re sure you don’t want to take some pie home?” Harper held up a foil-wrapped plate, already knowing the answer.

“You ask me this every week.” Miller took the offered plate. “And every week, I say yes.”

“Just making sure you’re paying attention.” Harper pulled her into a solid hug, the kind that said everything her words didn’t. “Kick ass this week, kid.”

“Planning on it.”

Nadia walked her to the door, the evening air cool but pleasant after the warmth of the house. The streetlights were just flickering on, casting soft pools of light along the familiar street.

“It’s good to see you excited about work again," Nadia said, leaning against the doorframe.

Miller paused, keys in hand. “What do you mean?”

“The last few months, you seemed like you were just going through the motions. You were competent as always, but”—Nadia furrowed her brow while searching for the right word—”you were more distant. This case has you engaged in a way I haven’t seen in you in a while.”

Miller considered that. She hadn't realized it was visible, but her mother wasn't wrong. The routine cases had become exactly that: routine. She could handle them in her sleep, and sometimes it felt like she was.

“It’s a good challenge,” Miller said. “Rachel is trusting me with real responsibility, and I don’t want to let her down.”

“You won’t.” Nadia said it with the simple confidence of someone who had never doubted her daughter’s abilities. “But don’t forget to take care of yourself in the process. You can’t pour from an empty cup.”

“I know, Mom.”

Nadia pulled her into one last hug, holding on a beat longer than usual. "We're proud of you. Whatever happens with the case, you know that, right?"

“I know. Thanks, Mom.”

She walked to her car, the foil-wrapped pie warm in her hands, and glanced back to see Nadia still standing in the doorway. She waved, and Nadia waved back before finally stepping inside.

The drive home was quiet, Sunday evening traffic light on the familiar roads. Miller let her mind wander through the week ahead. She had discovery documents to finalize, a strategy session with Rachel on Tuesday, and depositions to schedule. The Shepry case had taken over her calendar, and she wasn't complaining.

She thought about what Nadia had said, that she seemed more engaged. And it was true. For the past year, maybe longer, work had felt like something she was good at rather than something she loved. She'd stopped noticing when that shift happened, the slow slide from passion to competence. But this case had woken something up inside her.

It was the challenge of it, the stakes, the complexity of untangling a marriage between two formidable women.

Astoria’s deposition was still weeks away, but Miller was already thinking about it. Gerald Bracks would prepare her thoroughly—the woman clearly didn't leave anything to chance—but depositions had a way of revealing things that preparation couldn't hide. After hours of questioning, the same ground covered from different angles, even the most controlled witness eventually showed cracks.

Miller wondered what Astoria would be like under that kind of pressure. In the mediation, she'd been unreadable, every response measured and precise. But Nadia had seen exhaustion in a news photo, and Miller had seen that flicker during Valerie's accusations, that split-second reaction before the mask snapped back into place.

There was something underneath all that armor. Miller was certain of it.

She pulled into her apartment complex and parked in her usual spot. The building was modest, a far cry from whatever Cliffside mansion Astoria Shepry probably went home to, but it was hers. She’d painted the walls herself, picked out every piece of furniture, and cultivated the jungle of houseplants that lined her windowsills.

Inside, she set the pie in the fridge and checked her phone, seeing a few work emails, nothing urgent. She’d deal with them in the morning.

She changed into comfortable clothes and settled onto the couch with her laptop, pulling up the discovery documents she’d been reviewing all week. The preliminary hearing was still a month away, but there was always more to prepare. Astoria Shepry didn’t miss anything, which meant Miller couldn’t afford to either.

She worked for an hour, making notes and flagging questions for Rachel. The apartment was quiet around her, just the hum of the refrigerator and the occasional car passing outside. It was peaceful, the kind of solitude she’d always valued.

But tonight, for some reason, it felt emptier than usual.

She closed the laptop and stared at the dark window, her reflection ghosted against the glass. Nadia’s words drifted back to her: “You dated him for eleven months and never brought him here for Sunday dinner.”

It was true; she’d never brought Marcus home or Kevin before him or any of the men she’d dated over the years. They were nice guys, all of them, and she’d kept them at arm’s length without ever quite realizing she was doing it.

“Easy isn’t the same as right.”

Miller didn’t even know what “right” was supposed to feel like. She’d assumed the fireworks and butterflies were the stuff of romance novels and films. Real relationships were built on compatibility and shared values, not some mythical spark that made your heart race.

That’s what she’d always believed, anyway.

She shook off the thought and headed to bed. Tomorrow was Monday, and she had a deadline to meet. These discovery documents wouldn’t organize themselves, and Rachel was counting on her.

She set her alarm for six and let sleep pull her under. Good cases made good attorneys, and good opponents sharpened skills. And Astoria Shepry was the most formidable opponent she’d faced in years.

Nothing more complicated than that.
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Chapter 6: Astoria

The last of the cleaning crew had left an hour ago, and the twenty-fifth floor had gone silent.

Astoria sat in the pool of light from her desk lamp, the rest of her office swallowed by shadows. Rain streaked the windows behind her, the spring storm that had been threatening all day finally arriving with the darkness. Beyond the glass, Phoenix Ridge glittered wet and distant, a city of people going about their evening while she excavated the wreckage of her marriage one document at a time.

The discovery folder lay open on the desk, pages flagged with colored tabs in her precise color-coded system: yellow for relevant, pink for privileged, and green for producible. Gerald needed her review by Friday. She’d told him she’d have it done by Wednesday because that’s what she did—exceeded expectations, maintained control, and proved she could handle anything, even when it felt like she couldn’t.

She pulled the next document from the stack: an email chain from two years ago between Valerie and board member Richard Hoffman. The subject line said, “Re: Q3 Strategy Concerns.”

Astoria read the email.

“I hate to say anything, but I’m worried about Astoria. She’s been so focused on the Harbor Point acquisition that I’m not sure she’s seeing the bigger picture. Between us, I’ve tried to bring up some concerns, but you know how she can be when she’s fixated on something. Maybe if it came from the board…”

Astoria remembered this. Richard had approached her a week later with vague concerns about “work-life balance” and “strategic oversight,” and she’d been baffled by the intervention. She’d worked harder and stayed later, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong.

She let the email aside and marked it with a yellow tab. Definitely relevant.

The next document was a calendar entry from eighteen months ago. Astoria had been scheduled to attend a sustainable development conference in Seattle, a major networking opportunity she’d been looking forward to for months. The entry showed the original time blocked, then a modification three days before: “Conflict with V’s charity board meeting. Rescheduled.”

But she hadn’t scheduled. She’d missed it entirely, and she couldn’t remember now whether the charity meeting had even happened or whether it’d been another of Valerie’s tests to see if Astoria would choose her over work.

The rain intensified against the windows, the light patter turning into an atmospheric drone. Somewhere in the building, a door closed, the sound echoing. Gloria had stopped by at seven, her coat already on and bag over her shoulder. “You should go home and eat something and sleep.”

“I need to finish this,” she’d said.

“It can wait until tomorrow.”

“No, it can’t.” Astoria hadn’t looked up from her screen. “I’ll leave soon.”

Gloria had lingered in the doorway, the way she did when she wanted to say more but knew it wouldn’t help. After a moment, she’d simply said, “There’s soup in the break room fridge. I labeled it for you.”

That had been two hours ago. The soup sat untouched, and Astoria had worked through another inch of documents, each one a small autopsy of a marriage she’d thought was merely unfulfilling rather than systematically dismantling her.

She reached for her coffee and found it stone cold, the surface filmed over, her third cup since lunch—or was it her fourth? She couldn’t remember if she’d even eaten lunch. Gloria had left something on her desk around noon, but the day had blurred into documents and calls and the steady, grinding work of proving she wasn’t the monster Valerie was claiming.

Astoria picked up a piece of paper, another email chair, this one from three years ago from Valerie to their accountant requesting access to accounts Astoria hadn’t known she’d asked about. The accountant had CC’d Astoria on her response, which was standard procedure, and Valerie had smoothed it over that evening with a laugh and kiss on her cheek. “I just wanted to understand our finances better, darling. You’re always so busy, and I hate feeling like I don’t know what’s happening with our money.”

Astoria had felt guilty for making Valerie feel excluded. She’d spent the following weekend walking her through their investment portfolio.

She marked the email chain with a yellow tab and added it to the growing pile.

This was the hardest part—not the legal strategy or public scrutiny or even Valerie’s accusations, but seeing the pattern laid out in black and white, years of manipulation she’d lived through without recognizing any of it. Every email was a death of a thousand cuts. Every calendar change was a quiet theft of her autonomy. Every concerned conversation with a colleague was a seed planted to undermine her.

She’d thought she was failing at her marriage, but she hadn’t realized she was being micromanaged.

Astoria pushed back from her desk and crossed to the window, pressing her palm against the cool glass. The rain had turned the city into smeared light, headlights and streetlamps bleeding together in the dark. Her reflection stared back at her, hollow-eyed and drawn.

Gerald had said something similar to Gloria. “You need to pace yourself. This case will take months.”

She knew that. She also knew that if she stopped working, she’d start thinking, and thinking led to dark places she couldn’t afford to go. Work was manageable. It was controllable. It didn’t ask her to feel anything except competent.

She turned back to her desk. The stack of documents still waited, ever patient and damning. Someone in that mess was the evidence that would prove the truth that Valerie had orchestrated her own narrative for years, positioning herself as the neglected wife while systematically isolating Astoria from colleagues, friends, and eventually her own sense of reality.

The question was whether anyone would look past Valerie’s performance long enough to see it.

Rachel Hartwell would build a compelling case. She was experienced and methodical, and her reputation for integrity gave Valerie’s story an additional layer of credibility. And her associate, Miller Scott, had proven sharper than expected.

Astoria mentally replayed that moment during the mediation when Miller’s voice cut through the negotiation, confident and precise. She’d held her ground when Astoria had challenged her, and she hadn’t flinched. Miller believed Valerie’s story, and of course she did. Valerie was convincing, and Miller was the kind of attorney who’d built her career on believing victims.

Astoria returned to her desk and pulled the next document from the stack. She worked until her eyes burned and the words blurred and her neck ached. And still, she didn’t stop because stopping meant going home and lying awake in the dark while her thoughts chewed her alive.

The files, at least, didn’t require her to feel anything at all.

Except…the next document stopped her cold.

It was a program from the Phoenix Ridge Philanthropic Gala last year in late September. It was tucked between financial statements like it belonged there. Valerie had saved it; of course she had. Valerie saved everything, curated evidence of their perfect life the way other people collected photographs.

Astoria stared at the glossy cover—the foundation's logo, the date, the words Celebrating Community Excellence—and the room tilted sideways.

That was six months ago, the night everything ended.

[image: ]


The ballroom had shimmered with champagne and crystal, five hundred of Phoenix Ridge's wealthiest packed into the Cascadia Grand Hotel for the city's most prestigious charity event. Astoria had worn a charcoal sheath dress, understated among the sequins and jewel tones, but Valerie had made up for it with her emerald silk that caught the light with every movement, drawing eyes the way she always did.

They’d arrived together, the picture of a power couple. Valerie's hand rested on Astoria's arm, her smile bright and public-facing as photographers captured their entrance. To anyone watching, they were exactly what the society pages had always called them: Phoenix Ridge's most elegant pair.

Astoria remembered when that image had felt like something to protect. In the early years, Valerie's social grace had seemed like a gift. She'd smoothed Astoria's rough edges, taught her which forks to use at which courses and how to small-talk with donors who had more money than sense. Valerie could make anyone feel like the most important person in the room. For a while, she'd made Astoria feel that way too.

That was a long time ago.

By the time they reached the cocktail hour, Valerie was on her second glass of champagne, maybe her third. Not drunk—Valerie was too controlled for that—but loosened. The edge beneath her charm had started to show.

Astoria worked the room the way she always did at these events: brief conversations, strategic networking, the choreographed dance of philanthropy and business that kept Shepry Global's reputation sterling. She spoke with Jade Thornton about sustainable development grants and congratulated Sofia Marconi on her foundation's recent expansion. She smiled until her face ached and counted the hours until she could leave.

Valerie orbited nearby, charming donors and laughing at the right moments, playing her part.

It happened during a conversation with the Hartfords, old money from the timber industry, polite and curious about Shepry Global's latest eco-infrastructure project. Ellen Hartford had asked something innocuous about work-life balance—how did Astoria manage such a demanding company and still make time for her marriage?

Before Astoria could answer, Valerie appeared at her elbow. “Oh, she doesn’t.” Valerie laughed, the sound light and musical. “I’ve learned to accept that I married the company as much as the woman. Shepry Global will always be her first love.”

The Hartfords chuckled politely, and Astoria kept her smile fixed in place.

“But you make it work,” Ellen said, clearly trying to smooth the moment.

“We manage.” Valerie's hand found Astoria's arm, squeezing gently. “Though between us, I've sometimes wondered if she'd even notice if I disappeared for a week. As long as the quarterly reports looked good.”

More polite laughter followed, and Astoria felt something icy settle in her chest.

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,” James Hartford offered.

“You’d be surprised.” Valerie’s smile didn’t waver. “My wife isn’t exactly the warm, fuzzy type. ‘Frigid’ might be the more accurate term, though I say that with love, of course.”

The word was suspended in the air, like the sting after a slap.

The Hartfords’ laughter died into uncomfortable silence. James cleared his throat, and Ellen suddenly became very interested in her champagne flute. Astoria stood frozen, her face blank while something cracked behind her ribs.

Valerie squeezed her arm again, leaning in conspiratorially. “I’m teasing, darling. You know I adore you.”

Astoria managed a smile. She didn't remember what she said—something appropriate that ended the conversation without making a scene—and the Hartfords drifted away with visible relief, then Valerie melted back into the crowd as if nothing had happened.

Astoria excused herself and walked toward the restrooms. Her heels clicked against the marble, each step precise and measured. She nodded at an acquaintance and smiled at a waiter, and above all, she did not run.

The bathroom was mercifully empty, and Astoria locked herself in the far stall, pressing her back against the wall. Her hands were shaking. She couldn’t breathe. Her chest had gone tight, her lungs refusing to expand properly, and the room felt too small as the walls pressed in. She gripped the edge of the stall door and forced herself to count. Inhale for four, hold for four, exhale for four.

Frigid.

In front of the Hartfords and anyone else who might have been listening and said with a smile, wrapped in laughter, so that Astoria couldn’t even object without seeming oversensitive.

The panic crested and slowly, slowly receded. Astoria stood in the stall until her hands stopped trembling, she could breathe without effort, and the mask was in place. Then she checked her reflection in the mirror—perfectly composed, not a hair out of place—and returned to the gala.

She got through the rest of the evening on autopilot. She smiled at all the right people, made her donation, and posed for one more photograph with Valerie, their shoulders touching, the image of a happy couple.

In the car afterward, the silence stretched taut between them.

“You’re upset,” Valerie observed. She was checking her phone, scrolling at something, not even looking at Astoria.

“You called me frigid in front of the Hartfords.”

“I was joking. Everyone knew I was joking.”

“Nobody laughed.”

Valerie sighed, the long-suffering exhale Astoria had heard a thousand times. “You're being oversensitive. It was a lighthearted comment at a party. If you can't handle a little teasing⁠—”

“It wasn’t teasing. It was humiliating.”

“See, this is exactly what I mean.” Valerie finally looked up, her expression patient, pitying. “You take everything so seriously. It's exhausting, Astoria. I make one joke and suddenly I'm the villain. Maybe if you showed any warmth at all, I wouldn't have to⁠—”

“Wouldn’t have to, what? Mock me in public?”

“I wasn’t mocking you. I was trying to connect with people, which is something you've never been good at. Someone has to make you seem human.” Valerie's voice hardened. “Do you have any idea how hard I work to make you look approachable? To convince people you're not just some cold machine who only cares about profit margins?”

The car moved through the dark streets, headlights sliding past. Astoria watched the city blur beyond the window.

“Everything I’ve done for this marriage,” Valerie continued, “every connection I’ve made, every relationship I maintained while you buried yourself in work, and this is the thanks I get. Accusations because I made a joke.”

“Just because you keep calling it a joke doesn’t mean it is a joke.”

“You’d be nothing without me.” The words came out flat, stripped of any performance. “Do you understand that? All those donors who smile at you, all those board members who think you’re brilliant, half of them only tolerate you because of me. Because I make you palatable.”

Astoria turned to look at her wife. Valerie's face was angular in the passing streetlights, beautiful and hard, and for the first time, Astoria saw her clearly. Not the charming woman who'd taught her which fork to use, not the partner who smoothed her rough edges, just this: someone who needed Astoria to feel small so she could feel large.

The realization settled quietly, like a blanket of snow.

Oh, Astoria thought, so this is what you really think of me.

She didn’t argue or defend herself. She just looked at Valerie, and something inside her went very still.

“You’re giving me the silent treatment now?” Valerie’s voice carried an edge of disgust. “Typical. Classic Astoria, can't handle honest feedback so you shut down.”

Astoria shifted in her seat, turning back to the window.

The car pulled into their driveway, and Valerie went inside first, already on her phone moving on to the next performance. But Astoria sat in the dark for a moment, listening to the engine tick as it cooled.

Then she went inside, climbed the spiral staircase to the guest room, and locked the door behind her.

In the morning, she called her attorney. Within a week, she’d filed for divorce.
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The gala program blurred through tears.

Astoria set it aside and pressed her fingertips against her eyes til she saw stars. Six months ago felt like a lifetime, yet it felt like yesterday.

She’d spent fifteen years believing she was the problem—that she was too cold, too focused on work, too difficult to love. It had taken one ugly moment of clarity to understand that the problem had never been her at all.

Astoria let out a heavy sigh and pulled the next file toward her and kept working. She made it through another hour before the words stopped making sense.

Astoria sat back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. The stack of reviewed documents had grown, yellow and green and pink tabs marking the evidence. Gerald would have what he needed, and she could finish the rest tomorrow.

Her phone showed 11:47 p.m. She’d been at this for nearly six hours. The office felt smaller in the dark, the shadows pressing closer. She gathered the files into their folders, aligned the edges with more precision than necessary, and tucked them into her bag.

Valerie’s patterns were even clearer now that they were documented throughout years. It hadn’t been just random cruelty like she used to believe. It was strategic control applied so gradually that Astoria hadn’t recognized it until she was drowning. More than anything, she was fighting Valerie’s narrative, the story of the cold, neglectful wife who’d driven her partner away. And Valerie would perform victimhood beautifully in court. She always performed beautifully.

Gerald’s strategy was sound: stay factual and let the documents speak. But Astoria knew juries believed stories, not spreadsheets. They believed tears and trembling voices and the compelling arc of a woman who’d suffered. They believed people like Valerie.

And now Valerie had the might of Rachel Hartwell’s firm behind her, the kind of representation that made a client look credible simply by association.

Miller Scott would build a strong case. She was sharp, principled, and clearly committed to her client. But that commitment wasn’t blind loyalty. It was clear she paid attention to the details, even if it meant calling out discrepancies.

Maybe that was good. If Miller was principled enough to question inconsistencies, maybe she’d eventually see through Valerie’s performance. Maybe she’d notice the patterns that didn’t add up.

Or maybe not.

Compassionate people often believed victims, even false ones. That’s what made them compassionate.

Astoria dismissed the thought. It didn’t matter what Rachel Hartwell or Miller Scott believed. What mattered was the evidence, and she had plenty of that.

She turned off her desk lamp and walked through the dark office to the elevator. The building was silent around her, the hum of climate control the only sound. She caught her reflection in the elevator doors as they opened: a woman in a wrinkled blouse, dark circles under her eyes, and a tote clutched like a shield.

She looked away.

The parking garage was nearly empty, her footsteps echoing off the concrete. Her car sat alone in its reserved spot, waiting to carry her back to a house that would be just as empty.

The drive home took twenty minutes through rain-slicked streets. She didn’t turn on the music or news, just let the silence fill the car. Traffic lights cycled through their colors for nobody except her. The city felt hollowed out at this hour, everyone else tucked safely into homes where people waited for them.

The Cliffside neighborhood was dark when she pulled into her driveway. She’d left no lights on that morning, but the house loomed large against the sky, all sharp angles and glass.

Inside, she moved through the shadows without turning on the lights or lamps; she knew the path by heart. In the bedroom, the ocean was audible through the windows, waves breaking against the rocks below in their endless rhythm.

She changed into pajamas and slid between cold sheets. The ceiling stared back at her, blank and unhelpful.

Sleep didn’t come.

She thought about the week ahead. She’d have more documents to review and depositions to attend, the slow machinery of litigation grinding forward.

She wished, not for the first time, that someone understood what she’d survived without her having to prove it in court. That someone could look at the evidence and see not just documents but the woman who’d lived through every manipulation, every subtle cruelty, every smile that hid a knife.

But wishing didn’t win cases, evidence did. Tomorrow, she would keep fighting.

Astoria closed her eyes and listened to the waves until exhaustion finally pulled her under.
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Chapter 7: Miller

The conference room smelled like institutional carpet clear and stale coffee, the particular combination that seemed to permeate every courthouse in Phoenix Ridge. Miller arrived early—she always did for hearings—and spread the case files across the laminate table in the order Rachel would need them: discovery motions on the left, deposition schedules in the center, and the document production dispute that had been grinding on for weeks tucked into the folder closest to Rachel’s seat.

Rachel glanced up from her own notes. “You’ve been here since when?”

“Eight-fifteen.” Miller aligned the edge of a folder with the table’s corner. “I wanted to review the timeline arguments one more time.”

“The timeline arguments you drafted.”

“Which is why I wanted to review them.” Miller sat back, reaching for her bitter coffee from the courthouse cafe. “Gerald's going to push back hard on the expedited discovery. He'll argue we're fishing.”

“We are fishing.” Rachel’s tone was mild. “That’s what discovery is. The question is whether the judge agrees our fishing expedition is justified.”

Through the small window in the door, Miller could see the corridor filling with the morning’s traffic of attorneys with dark suits and civilians milling around. Somewhere down the hall, a door closed with a heavy thunk.

She checked her watch. Valerie was due to arrive in fifteen minutes. It’d been a month since the mediation—twenty-nine days, not that Miller had been counting. She’d seen Astoria only once since then, a brief courthouse encounter where they’d talked in the hallway.

Today would be different. They’d be spending hours in the same courtroom, both teams arguing their positions, Judge Dorothea Whitcombe presiding over this procedure that would grind this divorce toward its eventual conclusion. Miller would be ten feet away from Astoria Shepry for most of the morning.

She reached for her coffee and took a long sip. It was bitter and lukewarm, exactly what she deserved for letting her mind wander.

The door swung open, and Valerie swept in on a wave of expensive perfume, something floral and memorable, the kind of scent that announced a person before they fully entered a room.

“Good morning.” Valerie’s smile was perfectly calibrated: warm but serious, a woman preparing for battle but maintaining grace under pressure. She wore a dove-gray suit that softened her features and pearl studs in her ears. “I hope I’m not late.”

“You’re right on time.” Rachel gestured to the chair beside her. “We were just reviewing the morning’s agenda.”

Valerie settled into her seat, crossing her legs at the ankle, and directed her attention to Miller. “How are we looking?”

“Solid.” Miller pulled the relevant folder toward them. “Today is mostly procedural: temporary orders, discovery disputes, scheduling, that sort of thing. The judge will rule on the document production timeline and set dates for depositions.”

“And Astoria?” Valerie's voice carried a slight edge beneath the composure. “Will she be here?”

“We expect so.”

“Something flickered across Valerie’s face—too quick to read and gone before Miller could name it. “Good. I want her to see this. All of it. I want her to understand she can’t just throw money at this and make it disappear.”

Rachel’s expression remained professionally neutral. “Our focus today is on positioning. We're making arguments and establishing groundwork. The real battle comes later in depositions and the trial.”

“I know.” Valerie smoothed an invisible wrinkle from her shirt. “But I also know how she operates. She thinks she can intimidate people into backing down. I want her to see that I’m not backing down.”

Miller watched Valerie’s perfectly manicured hands, steady with no tremor of nervousness. Whatever anxiety she might be feeling about facing her ex-wife in court, she’d buried under layers of composure.

“We should head to the courtroom,” Rachel said, gathering her files. “Jude Whitcombe is a stickler for promptness.”

They filed out of the conference room and into the corridor. Miller fell into step behind Rachel and Valerie, carrying the backup files, already running through the morning’s arguments in her mind.

Judge Whitcombe’s courtroom was smaller than Miller had expected. It was wood-paneled and functional with none of the grandeur of the superior court chambers downtown. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting an institutional pall over everything.

Miller took her seat at the respondent’s table, arranging the files within easy reach. Rachel sat beside her, and Valerie took the chair closest to the aisle, her posture impeccable.

The petitioner’s table sat empty.

Miller busied herself with organizing documents she’d already organized twice, hyperaware of the courtroom door in her peripheral vision. People filtered in and out—a clerk conferring with the bailiff, someone from another case collecting forgotten papers—but no sign of Gerald Bracks or his client.

Then the door opened again, and Miller’s hands went still.

Astoria entered first, Gerald a half-step behind her with a junior associate trailing them both. She wore a charcoal suit—beautifully cut, the kind of tailoring that whispered money rather than shouting it—and carried a leather briefcase. Her hair was pulled back in a sleek twist, exposing the line of her jaw and the pale column of her neck.

Miller had seen her twice before, but something was different this time. It took her a moment to identify it. Astoria moved with the same control and settled into her chair at the petitioner's table with measured grace. Her expression revealed nothing, the ice queen facade firmly in place. And yet…

There were dark circles beneath her eyes, faint and nearly hidden under makeup, but visible now that Miller was close enough to really look. Astoria’s shoulders were bunched up from tension and her jaw was tight, the muscles flexing almost imperceptibly. She looked like she was someone running on caffeine and willpower.

Miller looked away, fixing her gaze on the legal pad in front of her. She wrote the date at the top of the page, then the case number.

“All rise.” The bailiff’s voice cut through the room’s quiet murmur. “The Honorable Judge Dorothea Whitcombe presiding.”

Everyone stood. Judge Whitcombe entered through the side door, a compact woman in her sixties with silvery-blonde hair and sharp eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. She took her seat at the bench, surveyed the room with the brisk efficiency of someone who had no patience for wasted time, and nodded.

“Be seated. We’re here on the matter between Astoria Shepry and Valerie Shepry-Dane.” She glanced at the papers before her. “Counsel, please state your appearances for the record.”

Gerald rose first, as petitioner’s counsel. "Gerald Bracks of Bracks and Calloway, appearing on behalf of the petitioner, Astoria Shepry. With me is associate Joan Perkins."

Rachel stood smoothly. "Rachel Hartwell of Hartwell and Associates, appearing on behalf of the respondent, Valerie Shepry-Dane. With me is my associate, Miller Scott."

Judge Whitcombe made a note. "I've reviewed the motions before me. Let's start with the discovery disputes. Ms. Hartwell, you filed the motion for expedited document production. Make your argument."

Rachel remained standing, and Miller slid the relevant folder toward her without being asked. They'd rehearsed this dance hundreds of times: Rachel leading and Miller supporting, documents appearing at precisely the right moment.

“Your Honor, my client has requested financial records dating back to the beginning of the marriage. The petitioner has produced only partial records, claiming the remainder are proprietary business documents unrelated to the marital estate..."

Miller took notes as Rachel spoke, capturing key phrases and tracking the judge's reactions. This was the work of building a case, one astute observation at a time. And she was damn good at it.

Her gaze drifted to the petitioner's table.

Astoria sat motionless, watching Rachel with an expression of studied neutrality. Her pen rested in her hand, but she wasn't writing. She wasn't doing anything except listening, her focus absolute and her stillness almost unnerving.

Then her eyes closed, just for a second, a slow blink that lasted a beat too long before she straightened and the mask slid back into place.

Miller’s pen slowed. She’d seen exhaustion before. She’d seen clients running on fumes and witnesses fighting to stay alert through tedious proceedings. But there was something about watching the formidable Astoria Shepry struggle to keep her eyes open in the middle of a courtroom that made Miller’s chest feel strange.

Gerald rose to make his counterargument, and Miller forced her attention back to her notes.

“Your Honor, my client has been fully cooperative with the discovery process. The documents Ms. Hartwell references are proprietary business records that fall outside the scope of marital assets. Shepry Global Holdings is a corporation with shareholders and fiduciary responsibilities that extend well beyond this dissolution proceeding."

Miller wrote down the key points. She noted Gerald's strategy and identified weaknesses Rachel could exploit.

And she kept sneaking peeks at Astoria from the corner of her eye.

The way her hand gripped the pen too tightly, knuckles pale against the dark barrel. The way she shifted in her seat, as if holding still required effort. The way she’d positioned herself at an angle that let her see both the judge and the respondent’s table without turning her head—a strategic choice, most likely, but it also meant Miller could study her profile without being so obvious about it.

The judge asked a clarifying question. Gerald answered. Rachel prepared a rebuttal.

Miller watched Astoria’s throat move as she swallowed and thought about what it took to sit in a courtroom and fight for your life while looking like you’d barely slept in a month.

Morning recess came at eleven-fifteen. Judge Whitcombe announced fifteen minutes, and the courtroom dissolved into controlled motion with attorneys conferring, clients stretching, and the clerk disappearing through a side door.

Miller stood, rolling her shoulders to release the tension that had settled there. Rachel was already deep in conversation with Valerie, their heads bent together over a legal pad. Miller gathered the files they'd used and stacked them neatly, giving herself something to do with her hands.

Across the aisle, Astoria had risen from her chair and was speaking with Gerald in a low voice. Her posture remained impeccable, but there was a tightness around her mouth that hadn't been there at the mediation. A brittleness, maybe, beneath all that control.

Gerald said something, and Astoria nodded once. He moved toward the door, probably heading for the restroom or the vending machines, but Astoria stayed where she was. She reached for the glass of water on the petitioner's table and took a small sip, then set it down without drinking more.

No coffee, no snack from her bag. Nothing but water and barely that.

Miller thought about the protein bar in her own bag, the one she'd grabbed that morning out of habit. She thought about Sunday dinners at her mothers' house, the way Harper always made sure everyone ate, the way Nadia noticed when Miller was too stressed to have an appetite.

Did anyone notice when Astoria Shepry wasn’t eating?

The question surfaced before Miller could stop it, and she shoved it aside. It wasn’t her concern. Astoria Shepry had attorneys and assistants and probably a whole staff of people whose job it was to worry about her wellbeing.

Miller didn’t need to add herself to that list.

She turned back to the respondent's table, where Rachel was finishing her conversation with Valerie. "Anything you need from me before we resume?"

“We’re good.” Rachel glanced at her notes. "The judge seems receptive to our timeline arguments. If she rules in our favor on document production, we can schedule depositions for early May."

“I’ll have the subpoena list ready.”

Rachel nodded, already moving on to the next thought. Miller appreciated that about her: the efficiency, the focus, the way she never wasted energy on unnecessary conversation.

She didn’t look at the petitioner’s table again.

Or…she tried not to. But when she turned to retrieve a file from her bag, her gaze swept across the aisle almost involuntarily, and she found Astoria already looking back at her.

Their eyes met for one unguarded second. Astoria's expression flickered briefly—surprise, maybe, or something Miller couldn't figure out—before the mask reasserted itself. She gave a small, professional nod. Miller returned it, then looked away.

Her pulse was doing something strange in her throat, but she ignored it.

The bailiff called the room to order, and everyone returned to their seats. The hearing resumed, and Miller picked up her pen and focused on the work in front of her. But she could feel Astoria's presence across the aisle like a low current of electricity, constant and impossible to ignore.

Judge Whitcombe called lunch recess at one o'clock, and the courtroom emptied in a slow shuffle of files and murmured conversations.

Miller followed Rachel and Valerie to a small conference room down the hall, the same one they'd used that morning. Someone had brought in sandwiches—turkey and Swiss on wheat, neatly wrapped in wax paper—along with a carafe of coffee that smelled marginally better than the courthouse café's usual offering.

She wasn’t hungry, but she unwrapped a sandwich anyway and took a bite. The morning had been long, and the afternoon would be longer.

Rachel spread her notes across the table. “The afternoon should be straightforward. I don’t anticipate any surprises.”

“And the document production?" Valerie asked. She'd taken a sandwich but hadn't opened it, her attention fixed on Rachel.

“Judge Whitcombe will probably split the difference. We'll get access to the financial records, but Gerald will win some concessions on the proprietary business documents." Rachel made a note on her legal pad. "It's not everything we wanted, but it's enough to work with."

Miller chewed mechanically, her mind drifting back to the courtroom. She kept seeing Astoria's face during Gerald's argument, that moment when her eyes had closed and the visible effort of pulling herself back together. The way she'd gripped her pen like it was the only thing keeping her upright.

“She looked rough today,” Valerie said.

Miller glanced up to find Valerie watching her, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“Astoria,” Valerie clarified, though they both knew it wasn’t necessary. "Did you see her? She looked exhausted, like she hasn't slept in weeks." The smile sharpened into satisfaction. "Good. She should be exhausted. She should be losing sleep over what she did to me."

Rachel made a noncommittal sound, still focused on her notes, and Miller stayed silent.

She should agree. Valerie was her client, and Astoria was the opposing party, the woman who, according to everything Valerie had told them, had spent over a decade making her feel small and invisible. If Astoria was struggling, that meant the pressure was working and their strategy was having an effect.

But the satisfaction in Valerie's voice didn't sit right. It landed somewhere uncomfortable in Miller's chest and stayed there.

Rachel set down her pen. “Let’s focus on what we can control. The document production ruling will come this afternoon, and we need to be ready to pivot either way.”

Miller nodded, grateful for the redirect. She picked at her sandwich, pulling a piece of crust free and setting it aside.

Valerie finally unwrapped her own sandwich, taking a delicate bite. “I want to be there for her deposition. When we finally get her under oath, I want to watch her squirm.”

“That’s your right as a party to the proceedings,” Rachel said evenly. “Though I'd recommend we discuss strategy before⁠—”

“I know how to behave in a deposition, Rachel.” Valerie’s tone cooled slightly. “I’ve sat through enough of them.”

A brief silence settled over the table. Miller took another bite of her sandwich but didn’t taste it.

She thought about what Nadia had said, weeks ago now, looking at a newspaper photo of Astoria: “She looked exhausted. All that buttoned-up composure, but her eyes... I've seen that look before.”

Miller had dismissed it then. It wasn't her job to feel sorry for the opposing party.

But watching Astoria in that courtroom this morning, Miller couldn't shake the feeling that she was seeing something she wasn't supposed to see. Something real, beneath all those protective layers.

It didn't change the facts of the case. It didn't change what Valerie had told them about the marriage, the manipulation, the slow erosion of her confidence and autonomy. It just made everything feel more complicated than Miller wanted it to be.

“Miller?” Rachel's voice cut through her thoughts. “You with us?”

“Sorry.” Miller straightened. “Just thinking about the afternoon session.”

Rachel studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Let’s review the remaining motions. I want to be ready for whatever Gerald throws at us.”

Miller pulled her legal pad toward her and focused on the work. She didn’t think about Astoria’s exhaustion or Valerie’s satisfaction or the strange weight that had settled in her chest sometime during the morning session.

She didn’t think about any of it…

For about thirty seconds.

Then the conference room door opened, and the bailiff announced that court would resume in ten minutes, and Miller gathered her files and followed Rachel back toward the courtroom. And despite her best efforts, her gaze found the petitioner’s table before she’d even fully entered the room, searching for a charcoal suit worn by a woman who looked like she was barely holding herself together.

Astoria was already seated, her posture as perfect as ever, her face revealing nothing.

Miller took her seat at the respondent’s table and opened her legal pad to a new page. The afternoon stretched ahead of them, hours more of arguments and motions. She picked up her pen and trained her attention on the judge’s bench. But the observations from the morning lingered underneath, quiet and persistent, refusing to be ignored.
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Chapter 8: Astoria

The afternoon session resumed at two o'clock, and Astoria was already losing the battle against her own exhaustion.

She’d managed half a sandwich during the lunch recess, forcing each bite down while Gerald reviewed the afternoon's agenda. The bread had tasted like cardboard and the turkey like nothing at all, and her stomach had clenched around the food like it wasn't sure what to do with it. She'd given up after the fourth bite and pushed the plate away, reaching for water instead.

Now she sat at the petitioner's table, notebook open and pen in hand, watching Judge Whitcombe work through the remaining motions with the same brisk efficiency she'd shown all morning. Gerald was on his feet, responding to a question about the deposition timeline, his voice measured and calm. Astoria should have been tracking every word. Instead, she was tracking the respondent's table.

Miller Scott sat with her pen moving steadily across her legal pad, capturing notes with the focused intensity Astoria had noticed that morning. She was professional, competent, and unremarkable in every way except that Astoria couldn't seem to stop noticing her.

She looked away, forcing her attention back to the proceedings.

“The court will schedule depositions to begin in two weeks," Judge Whitcombe announced, making a note. "Respondent's deposition first, followed by petitioner's. Counsel will coordinate specific dates and provide the court with a joint scheduling order by the end of business Friday."

Two weeks. Astoria wrote the date on her legal pad in her precise script. Two more weeks of preparation, of reviewing documents, of anticipating every possible question Valerie's team might ask.

She was so tired.

Gerald returned to his seat beside her, leaning close. “That went well. The timeline is reasonable.”

Astoria nodded and kept her eyes on the judge. But her attention drifted again—not to Miller this time, but to Valerie.

Something was different. Astoria couldn't pinpoint it at first, just a low hum of wrongness that made the back of her neck prickle. She'd spent years learning to read Valerie's moods and anticipate the shift from charm to coldness to recognize the warning signs before the storm hit. That instinct didn't disappear just because they were in a courtroom instead of their living room.

Valerie sat at the respondent's table with her hands folded, her expression appropriately somber. The wounded wife performance was flawless; Astoria had seen it dozens of times.

But underneath the performance, something was coiling tighter.

She saw Valerie lean toward Rachel, whispering something. Rachel shook her head slightly, a subtle motion that anyone else might have missed. Valerie's jaw tightened by a fraction before her control snapped back into place, her face settling into calculated neutrality.

Astoria knew that jaw clench. She knew the way Valerie's fingers pressed together when she wasn't getting what she wanted, the slight flare of her nostrils when someone dared to disagree with her. She'd learned to read those signs the way sailors learned to read the sky before a storm because her survival depended on it.

Something was brewing. Valerie wanted something, and she wasn’t getting it. That never ended well for anyone in her path.

Astoria stopped writing and watched Valerie whisper to Rachel again, more urgently this time. Miller glanced up from her notes, her brow furrowing slightly, but Valerie’s attention was fixed on Rachel. Whatever it was, Rachel wasn’t giving in. Good for her, Astoria thought, though the sentiment was hollow. Rachel Hartwell might resist Valerie’s pressure in this moment, but eventually everyone bent to Valerie’s will. Everyone believed the performance; everyone saw what Valerie wanted them to see.

That was how it always worked.

The hearing ground on. Judge Whitcombe addressed a dispute about privileged documents, and Gerald rose to make their argument. Astoria handed him the relevant folder without being asked, her movements automatic and her mind elsewhere.

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, a constant drone that seemed to burrow into her skull. The courtroom was too warm, the air thick with recycled breath and tension. She wanted to close her eyes just for a moment, but she’d already slipped once this morning. She’d felt Miller’s gaze on her when she’d let her eyes drift shut during Gerald’s opening argument, and the thought of being seen like that, all vulnerable and faltering, made her skin crawl.

She straightened her spine and forced herself to focus on the judge.

But she could still feel the heat of Valerie’s agitation from across the aisle, a familiar frequency she’d never be able to tune out. Whatever Valerie was pushing for, whatever Rachel kept deflecting, it wasn’t over. Valerie didn’t give up; she just waited for a better moment, a different angle, a crack in someone’s defenses.

Astoria had been on the receiving end of that persistence long enough and knew how relentless it could be.

Judge Whitcombe glanced at the clock on the wall. “We’ll take a fifteen-minute recess before closing arguments on the remaining motions. Court will resume at three forty-five.”

The bailiff called the room to order as the judge rose, and then the courtroom dissolved into its usual recess rhythm.

Gerald turned to her. “Do you need anything? Coffee, water…?”

“I’m going to step out for a few minutes.” Astoria was already gathering her composure and preparing to move. “I need some air. I’ll be back before we resume.”

Gerald studied her for a moment, that same assessing look he’d been giving her for months, but he nodded. “I’ll be here.”

She left the courtroom before anyone could ask her anything else and she had to maintain her facade for another second. The hallway was crowded with the afternoon’s traffic, but Astoria moved through it all without seeing any of it.

She needed to breathe, but the hallway offered no relief.

Astoria had hoped for some quiet, some space, just a moment where she wasn’t performing for anyone. Instead, she found herself navigating through clusters of attorneys and clients, their conversations blurring into white noise around her. A woman in a cheap blazer glanced up as Astoria passed, recognition flickering across her face before she leaned toward her companion and whispered something.

The Shepry divorce. That’s what she was now: a headline, a cautionary tale, a piece of gossip to share. She was stripped of her personhood.

Astoria kept walking, her heels clicking against the marble floor with a steadiness she didn’t feel. The restrooms were at the end of the corridor, past the vending machines and the alcove where people made phone calls they didn’t want overheard. She just needed to splash some cold water on her face and get sixty seconds of solitude. Then she could go back in there and sit through closing arguments and pretend like none of this was slowly killing her.

She was almost to the alcove when she heard the voice.

Valerie’s voice, sharp beneath its measured modulation, carried from around the corner. Astoria’s feet slowed before her mind caught up, some instinct that’d been honed telling her to stop, listen, and prepare for what was coming.

“—told you, I have the information. One of my contacts confirmed it months ago.” Valerie’s tone was insistent, the particular cadence she used when she was trying to bend someone to her will. “Astoria has offshore accounts and hidden assets she never disclosed. If we raise it now in closing arguments, it puts her on the defensive. It changes the entire trajectory of⁠—”

“Valerie.” Rachel’s voice cut through, calm and firm. “We can’t raise claims we can’t substantiate. Do you have documentation? Bank statements, transfer records, anything concrete?”

“I’ll get the documentation, but if we plant the seed now⁠—”

“That’s not how this works.”

Astoria pressed herself against the wall, her heart hammering against her ribs. Valerie’s words landed like blows, each one a lie so brazen it took her breath away. There were no offshore accounts or hidden assets. Every dollar Astoria had ever earned was traced, documented, and accounted for in meticulous detail because she was someone who followed the rules and built her empire on transparency and trust.

And Valerie knew that. Yet she was still trying to convince her attorneys to present fabricated evidence to a judge.

This was how it always worked with Valerie. She spun stories out of nothing, planted seeds of doubt, and rewrote reality until everyone around her believed her version of events. She’d done it to Astoria, and now she was doing it to the court.

“The documents we received in discovery were thorough.” Miller Scott’s tone was measured and professional, but had an undercurrent of something Astoria couldn’t quite identify. “I personally reviewed every financial record, and there’s no indication of undisclosed accounts, offshore or otherwise.”

“Then she missed something.” Valerie’s voice hardened. “Or she hid it well enough that⁠—”

“I didn’t miss anything.”

The words landed with quiet certainty and competence, no defensiveness or hedging.

Astoria’s fingers pressed against the cool marble wall. She should leave. She shouldn’t be standing here eavesdropping on the opposing counsel’s private conversation. But she couldn’t make herself tear away from the impossible thing unfolding around the corner.

“Valerie,” Rachel said, and there was a warning note in her tone now. “I understand you want to pursue every possible avenue. But presenting unsubstantiated claims would be problematic—for the case and for our credibility with the judge. If you can provide documentation, we'll absolutely revisit this. But I won't raise accusations I can't support.”

“This is exactly what she does.” Valerie's voice pitched higher. “She hides things. She controls the narrative. She makes herself look perfect while I⁠—”

“The evidence doesn't support that claim.” Miller again, still calm and steady. “What we have shows complete financial transparency on her part. If there are hidden accounts, we need proof before we can allege it. Otherwise, we're the ones making unsupported accusations.”

Silence stretched for a long moment. Astoria could picture Valerie's face—the flash of fury quickly masked, the calculation behind her eyes as she assessed whether to push harder or retreat and try again later.

“Fine.” The word came out clipped. “We’ll table it. For now.”

“If you obtain documentation—” Rachel began.

“I said fine.”

She heard footsteps approaching, and Astoria forced herself to round the corner toward the restrooms as if she’d just arrived, as if she hadn’t been frozen against the wall with her heart in her throat. She kept her gaze forward, and she didn’t look at the three women standing in the alcove as she passed.

She felt their eyes on her, anyway, and the sudden silence as they registered her presence.

The restroom door was heavy, and Astoria pushed through it with more force than necessary. Inside, the fluorescent lights buzzed the same relentless drone as the courtroom, but at least she was alone. At least no one could see her hands trembling as she gripped the edge of the sink.

She turned on the tap and cupped her palms beneath the stream, letting it pool before splashing the cool water against her face. The shock of it helped a little.

She raised her head and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her was pale beneath her makeup, dark circles visible now that the concealer had worn thin. She looked exhausted.

Miller Scott had just defended her.

No, not defended her. That wasn’t quite right. Miller had defended the truth. She’d looked at the evidence and stated what it showed, even when her own client was pushing her to see something that wasn’t there.

Astoria gripped the sink hard, the porcelain cold and unyielding beneath her fingers.

For months, she watched everyone fall for Valerie’s performance. The press, the public, even people who’d known Astoria for years, they all looked at Valerie and saw the victimized, wounded wife who was brave enough to escape her controlling spouse. Astoria had stopped expecting anyone to question the narrative. She'd stopped hoping that someone might look at the evidence and see the truth.

And now Miller Scott, of all people, had refused to present lies. She’d contradicted Valerie directly, and Astoria knew exactly what that’d cost her. Valerie didn’t forget when people told her no. She didn’t forgive when someone failed to fall in line. Miller just made herself a target, and she probably didn’t even realize it. She didn’t yet understand the quiet, patient cruelty Valerie was capable of, the way she could make someone’s life miserable without ever raising her voice or leaving a mark.

Astoria should feel vindicated or literally anything other than this hollow ache in her chest, but she felt the wall she’d built so carefully over the past six months crack as a fissure formed. For the first time since she’d filed for divorce, someone had chosen to see the truth over what was convenient or what Valerie was claiming.

It wasn’t much. It was nothing, really, just one attorney refusing to discredit her reputation. After all, Miller worked for Valerie and still believed whatever story Valerie had told her about their marriage. She was still, technically, the enemy.

But she was, at least, an enemy with integrity, and Astoria had forgotten what that looked like from other people.

She adjusted her blazer and looked at her reflection one more time, checking to make sure nothing showed on her face. When she was satisfied, she washed her hands then walked out of the bathroom. Recess would be ending soon, and she still had closing arguments to sit through.

Astoria slipped back into the courtroom with two minutes to spare. Gerald glanced up as she took her seat, a question in his eyes, but she shook her head slightly and he let it go. The bailiff was already calling the room to order, Judge Whitcombe returning to the bench.

“We’ll proceed with closing arguments,” the judge announced. “Ms. Hartwell, you may begin.”

Rachel rose from the respondent’s table, and Astoria watched her with renewed attention. She half-expected to hear something about offshore accounts or hidden assets or any of the other number of claims Valerie had been pushing in the hallway. Her shoulders were tight with anticipation.

But it never came.

Rachel’s arguments were thorough, professional, and grounded entirely in the evidence that actually existed. She pushed hard on the document production disputes and made compelling points about the deposition timeline, but she didn’t mention any offshore accounts. She didn’t plant seeds of doubt about Astoria’s financial transparency or do any of the things Valeria had demanded.

Because Miller had stopped her.

Astoria’s gaze drifted to the associate sitting beside Rachel. Miller was taking notes again, her pen moving that fluid, rhythmic way Astoria had noticed before. She looked the same as she had that morning, and nothing about her physical appearance suggested that she’d stood in a courthouse hallway twenty minutes ago and refused to help her client lie.

But Astoria knew, and she couldn’t stop watching.

Gerald rose to deliver their response, and Astoria handed him the relevant materials without conscious thought. Her mind was elsewhere, turning over what she’d witnessed and trying to make sense of it.

The hearing wound down. Judge Whitcombe issued rulings on the remaining motions, set dates for the next proceedings, and adjourned court for the day. Around Astoria, people began to move and filter toward the exits. She stood slowly, tucking her notebook into her bag, buying herself precious moments to compose her expression into something more neutral. Gerald was beside her, already talking about next steps, but his voice sounded distant.

“—review the rulings tonight and send you a summary. We should discuss strategy for the depositions before⁠—”

“Tomorrow,” Astoria said. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

Gerald paused, studying her face. “Are you alright?”

“Fine, just tired.” She managed something that could have passed for a smile. “It’s been a long day.”

He didn’t look convinced. “Get some rest. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Astoria moved toward the aisle, joining the slow stream of people emptying the courtroom. She kept her gaze forward and her posture straight.

In the hallway, the afternoon’s crowd had thinned. Astoria was heading toward the elevators when she saw Miller emerging from the courtroom a few paces behind her. Their eyes met briefly, and Miller gave a small, professional nod. Astoria returned it and kept walking.

It was the same as it’d always been: routine, meaningless nods exchanged. But Astoria found herself thinking about it anyway as she pushed through the doors and stepped out into the late afternoon sun.

The drive home took almost forty minutes, and Astoria spent every one of them replaying the conversation she’d overheard. The words kept circling back, persistent as an earworm song she couldn’t get out of her head. She’d heard plenty of people defend her over the past six months—Gerald, her PR team, the handful of friends who’d stuck around despite the scandal—but they were paid to defend her, or they’d known her long enough to trust her version of events. Their loyalty was expected, earned, or transactional.

Miller Scott owed her nothing.

Astoria turned onto the coastal road, the late afternoon light gilding the water gold and copper. Spring had finally arrived in earnest, and the air through her window was soft and warm, carrying the scent of salt from the ocean. On any other day, she might have appreciated it, but today, she barely noticed.

Valerie would retaliate; that was inevitable. She’d find some way to punish Rachel and Miller for their defiance, some subtle cruelty disguised as disappointment or concern. Astoria knew that playbook, had lived it. Part of her wanted to warn Miller somehow, but that was impossible. They were on opposite sides of a lawsuit, and Miller wouldn’t believe her anyway. It’d be interpreted as the ice queen trying to turn Valerie’s own attorney against her, only confirming everything Valerie had said.

So Miller and Rachel would learn the hard way, just like everyone else eventually did.

Astoria pulled into her driveway and stopped the car, but she didn’t get out. The house rose before her, and the ocean stretched beyond the cliff’s edge. She’d bought this place after filing for divorce. It was smaller than the home she’d shared with Valerie, but it was all hers.

Most days, though, it just felt empty.

She sat and stared at the water through the windshield as a gull cried out somewhere nearby, a sharp and lonely sound against the waves. Miller Scott wasn’t what she’d expected. Astoria had braced for attack dogs, true believers who’d swallowed Valerie’s story whole. Yet it didn’t change anything, and the case would grind forward. Nothing that had happened today would alter that trajectory.

But something had cracked open inside her anyway. For the first time in six months, someone outside her own circle had stopped to consider the truth.

It was such a small thing that shouldn’t matter this much, yet…

She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and walked toward the front door, the ocean mist cool against her face. Hope was a liability—she knew that better than anyone—and meant lowering your guard and leaving yourself open to disappointment.

But as she stepped inside, Astoria couldn’t stop thinking about what today might mean.
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Chapter 9: Miller

The custody hearing wrapped up faster than Miller expected.

Judge Amelia Truitt had granted the temporary modification in under twenty minutes, which meant Miller’s client—a mother who’d driven three hours for this appearance—could take her daughter to her grandmother’s ninetieth birthday party next weekend without violating the existing order. Small victory, the kind that reminded Miller why she did this work.

She picked up her files and slid them into her bag. It was barely eleven-fifteen. She could grab lunch, head back to the office, and maybe leave at a reasonable hour for once.

The hallway was quieter than she’d expected for a Thursday. A few attorneys clustered near the water fountain, their voices low, and someone’s heels clicked a retreating rhythm toward the stairwell.

Miller turned the corner toward the elevator bank and stopped short. Astoria Shepry stood alone, facing the brushed metal doors. It had been a week since the preliminary hearing, since Miller had watched Astoria's mask slip for just a moment.

Astoria glanced over as Miller approached, and her expression shifted. Her suit today was a tailored charcoal, and she held a leather folder against her chest, the kind with a gold clasp that looked like it had never seen the inside of a Target.

“Ms. Scott.” The words were neutral but not cold.

“Ms. Shepry.” Miller stopped a few feet away, settling into the universal posture of elevator waiting: forward-facing, hands clasped, eyes on the number display above the doors. Third floor. The light stayed stubbornly still. “Busy morning?”

“Status conference on some discovery disputes.” Astoria’s voice carried that same rigid control Miller remembered from mediation, but something had loosened around the edges. “You?”

“Custody modification. A quick one.”

“Those are rare.”

“They are.” Miller found herself almost smiling. “Both parties actually agreed on something. I nearly checked outside for flying pigs.”

The corner of Astoria’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile but close. “That must’ve been disorienting.”

“Deeply. I didn’t know what to do with my prepared arguments.”

The elevator display flickered to four, still nowhere near their twelfth floor. Silence settled between them, but it was almost comfortable, if Miller ignored the low hum of alertness that seemed to activate whenever Astoria was nearby.

She’d attributed that to professional vigilance. Astoria was formidable, and underestimating her would be a mistake.

Astoria broke the silence. “The elevators in this building seem to operate on their own timeline.”

“I’ve started budgeting an extra ten minutes whenever I have a hearing above the fifth floor.”

“Wise.” Astoria shifted her weight slightly, and Miller caught a trace of something—perfume, maybe, or just expensive soap. Something clean and faintly like crushed herbs. “I’ve considered bribing the maintenance staff.”

“Would that work?”

“I have no idea. But at this point, I’m willing to try.”

Miller glanced at her, surprised by the dry wit. Astoria’s face remained composed, but there was a glint in her eyes that softened the ice queen persona the press loved to project. She looked less exhausted than she had at the preliminary hearing, or maybe she was just better at hiding it. The shadows under her eyes had faded, and her shoulders weren’t quite so rigid.

Miller looked away, unsure why she’d catalogued those details so precisely.

The elevator finally chimed. The doors slid open to reveal an empty car, and they both stepped inside. Miller pressed the button for the lobby. The doors closed, and the car began its slow descent.

“The deposition next week…” Miller started but wasn’t sure why she was bringing it up. “Rachel’s tough but she’s fair. She won’t go for theatrics.”

“That’s…good to know.”

The words hung there, and Miller realized she’d just offered something that could be read as reassurance to the opposing party in an active case.

Astoria was studying her with an expression Miller couldn’t quite parse. Not quite suspicion, but more like she was trying to solve a puzzle she hadn’t expected to encounter.

The elevator stopped at eight. The doors opened to an empty hallway, held for a moment, then closed again. Miller watched the numbers descend: seven, six, five…

Astoria shifted beside her, adjusting her grip on the leather folder. The small movement was ordinary, but Miller found herself tracking the way Astoria’s fingers curled around the edge, the glint of a simple gold watch at her wrist.

Four. Three.

The elevator jerked slightly as it slowed, and the leather folder slipped from Astoria’s grip. Papers scattered across the floor of the car—white sheets fanning out, some sliding toward Miller's feet. They both bent at the same time, reaching for the closest documents, and Miller's hand closed over a page just as Astoria's fingers brushed against hers.

The contact lasted less than a second. Miller felt it start where Astoria's skin touched hers, a warmth that spread up her arm and across her shoulders, settling somewhere behind her ribs. Her whole body went alert in a way she didn't recognize, every nerve suddenly paying attention to the pressure of Astoria's fingertips, the heat of her palm, the exact space where they connected.

She looked up. Astoria was frozen, her gray-blue eyes locked on Miller’s face, and something in her expression suggested she’d felt it too.

The moment stretched, and the elevator hummed around them. Miller was acutely conscious of her own breathing, of the papers crumpled slightly in her grip, of Astoria’s hand still hovering inches from hers.

The doors opened with a cheerful chime.

People were visible beyond the threshold to the lobby. Miller jerked back. She gathered the remaining papers with clumsy hands and thrust them toward Astoria, not quite meeting her eyes.

“Here.” Her voice came out strange and too high. “I think that’s all of them.”

Astoria took the pages, her fingers carefully avoiding any contact this time. “Thank you.”

Miller stepped backward out of the elevator, nearly colliding with a man in a gray suit who swerved around her with an annoyed look. She needed to leave. She needed air, space, and distance from whatever had just happened.

“Actually.” She was already moving toward the stairwell door. “I’m going to— I need⁠—”

Astoria’s expression flickered, but Miller didn’t want to interpret it. She scanned the space and saw the stairwell. She pushed through the heavy door and let it close behind her. The concrete steps stretched upward into silence. Miller leaned against the wall and pressed her palm flat against her chest, feeling her heart pound against it like a tiny bird trying to escape.

What the hell was that?

Miller took the stairs all the way down to the basement. She didn’t decide to do it consciously. Her legs just kept moving down from the lobby level, past the parking garage entrance, past the custodian level until she hit the bottom and had nowhere else to go. The concrete stairwell smelled like dust and old cleaning supplies, and the fluorescent light above her flickered with an annoying, irregular rhythm.

She stood there for a long moment, just breathing.

It was nothing. Their hands touched while picking up papers. Professional people touched accidentally all the time and moved on without their entire nervous system staging a revolt.

Miller pressed her palms against her face and exhaled slowly.

She could still feel it, the exact spot on her hand where Astoria’s fingers had brushed hers, like the sensation had been seared into her skin. When she closed her eyes, she saw Astoria’s expression—that frozen moment of surprise, the way her lips had slightly parted, the unspoken question in her gray-blue eyes.

She felt it too.

Miller pushed off from the wall and climbed back up to the parking garage level. Her car was exactly where she’d left it three hours ago, tucked into a corner spot near the elevator. She got in, put her hands on the steering wheel, but didn’t press the button to start the engine.

What was that?

The question kept circling, but she couldn’t land on an answer that made sense. She’d been startled, caught off guard by the dropped papers and sudden proximity inside the enclosed space of the elevator. Her body had reacted to the surprise, not to Astoria specifically.

Except she knew that wasn’t true.

Miller had been surprised plenty of times. She’d had people bump into her, grab her arm, and brush against her in crowded spaces. None of it had ever felt like that. None of it had made her want to lean closer instead of pulling away.

She started the car and drove back to the office on autopilot.

The afternoon was a wash. Miller sat at her desk and stared at the discovery documents that refused to resolve into meaning. She drafted an email three times before realizing she’d addressed it to the wrong client. She picked up her phone to return a call and forgot who she was calling before the first ring was over.

Rachel stopped by around three, leaning against Miller’s doorframe with a file in her hand. “You okay? You seem distracted.”

“Headache.” The lie came out smoothly enough. “I think I’m going to head out early if that’s all right.”

Rachel studied her for a moment then nodded. “Get some rest. We’ve got the Duncan deposition tomorrow. I need you sharp.”

“I will be.”

Miller packed and left before anyone else could ask her questions she didn’t know how to answer.
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Her apartment was quiet when she got home.

It was a nice place: two bedrooms in a building that had been converted from an old textile mill, with exposed brick and big windows that let in good light. She’d been proud of it when she signed the lease, her first solo apartment after years of roommates and then the brief, ill-advised experiment of living with Marcus. It was hers, and it suited her.

But today, it felt too still, had too much space for thinking.

Miller dropped her bag by the door and stood in the middle of her living room, not sure what to do with herself. The afternoon sun slanted through the windows, catching dust motes in the air. Her running shoes sat by the door, but her legs felt heavy. The television remote was on the coffee table, but she couldn't imagine sitting still long enough to watch anything.

She ended up in the kitchen, opening cabinets without purpose. She wasn't hungry. She made tea anyway, then let it grow cold on the counter while she leaned against the sink and stared at nothing.

Astoria’s world was nothing like this.

The thought surfaced without warning, and Miller found herself looking around her apartment with new eyes: the secondhand couch she'd reupholstered herself; the bookcases from IKEA, still slightly crooked because she'd assembled them alone and refused to admit defeat; the gallery wall of prints she'd collected from local artists at weekend markets—nothing expensive, just pieces that made her happy.

She thought about the leather folder with the gold clasp, the suit that probably cost more than everything in Miller's closet combined, the watch on Astoria's wrist, simple but unmistakably expensive. Astoria lived in a different universe, one where elevators were worth bribing maintenance staff over because her time was that valuable and where discovery disputes were handled between status conferences and whatever else filled the days of someone who ran a global company.

What would Astoria think of this apartment? The question was absurd. Astoria would never see her apartment, would never have any reason to, but Miller couldn’t stop her brain from wandering down that path. Would she find it charming? Quaint? Would she even notice the difference, or was wealth so ingrained that she’d stopped seeing it?

Miller shook her head and picked up the cold tea. She dumped it in the sink and watched it spiral down the drain.

This was ridiculous. She was standing in her kitchen, thinking about what a woman she barely knew—a woman on the opposing side of an active case, no less—would think of her furniture. As if that was the important question. As if that was what her brain should be fixating on instead of the actual problem.

She’d felt something in that elevator, something she’d never felt before.

Miller moved to the couch and plopped down, pulling her legs up underneath her. The evening light was starting to shift as golden hour approached. She should probably eat something, go for a run, call her moms, or do any of the normal things that filled her otherwise normal evenings.

Instead, she sat there and let herself think about it.

She’d dated men her whole life. Nice men, mostly. Brandon in high school, who’d held her hand at football games and kissed her goodnight on her moms’ porch. Garrett in college, who’d been pre-med and steady and had wanted to get serious before she was ready. Trevor, who’d proposed after three years and had been genuinely confused when she couldn’t say yes. Marcus, who’d collected stamps and never pushed for more than she offered.

And most recently, Ethan with eight months of pleasant dinners and forgettable sex and a mutual breakup that had felt more like a relief than loss.

None of them had ever made her feel like that.

She’d assumed that was normal. That the breathless, all-consuming passion in movies was exaggeration, fiction, something teenagers felt before they learned that real relationships were built on compatibility, shared values, and comfortable silence. She'd built a whole framework around the assumption that she was practical, grounded, not the type to lose her head over anyone.

But today, in an elevator, a woman’s hand had brushed hers, and Miller’s entire body had responded like it had been waiting her whole life for exactly that touch.

She pulled a throw pillow into her lap and pressed her face into it, muffling a sound that was a half groan, half something closer to panic.

It didn’t mean anything. It couldn’t mean anything. Astoria was a billionaire CEO going through a messy, public divorce. She was a woman, and Miller was⁠—

Miller was what?

The question hung there in the silence of her apartment, demanding an answer she wasn’t ready to give.

She thought about Sienna, her best friend in high school. She thought about the sleepovers where Miller had felt nervous in a way she couldn’t explain, the way her stomach had flipped when Sienna had laughed at her jokes, and how devastating it had felt when Sienna started dating Jason Reeves junior year and suddenly had less time for Miller.

She thought about Professor Naomi Fowler in law school, the way Miller had hung on to her every word and found excuses to visit office hours. At the time, she’d told herself it was just admiration for a brilliant legal mind.

She thought about all the women she’d noticed over the years—in coffee shops, at the gym, across crowded rooms—and how she’d always filed those observations away under “aesthetic appreciation,” as if noticing that someone was beautiful was the same as noticing a lovely painting.

The pillow wasn’t helping. Miller tossed it aside and stood up, pacing to the window and back.

She wasn’t ready for this, whatever this was, the question forming at the edges of her mind, the one she’d apparently been avoiding for years, maybe even her whole life.

Miller looked outside. The sun was setting and turning the sky shades of deep orange and pink, but Miller didn’t really see it.

She could still feel Astoria’s hand against hers. Hours later, the memory was as vivid as the moment itself—the warmth, the way everything else had fallen away, the look in Astoria’s eyes when their gazes met.

Something fundamental had shifted today, and Miller had no idea what to do about it.
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Chapter 10: Astoria

The conference room at Patricia Hart’s office was aggressively neutral: beige walls, beige carpet, a long table of pale wood that probably cost more than it should have given how determinedly forgettable it was. It was the kind of space designed to drain conflict of its heat, to render everything that happened within it procedural and bloodless.

Astoria appreciated the intent, if not the aesthetics.

She sat at one end of the table with Gerald, a stack of disputed financial documents arranged in front of her. Across from them, Rachel Hartwell was reviewing her own copies, reading glasses perched on her nose and pen moving in small annotations. And beside Rachel⁠—

Astoria didn’t let herself look too long.

Miller Scott was taking notes, her dark hair pulled back in a low ponytail that exposed the line of her jaw. She wore a navy blazer today, simple and well-cut, and her pen glided across the legal pad in that same fluid rhythm Astoria had noticed before.

Four days ago, their hands had touched in an elevator, and Miller had fled like Astoria had burned her.

Don’t think about that.

“The transactions on page forty-seven," Rachel was saying, tapping her pen against the relevant document, "we'll need supporting documentation for the offshore transfers."

“Those aren’t offshore transfers.” Gerald’s voice carried the patient irritation of someone who'd explained this before. "They're intercompany allocations between Shepry Global's domestic subsidiaries. The documentation is in Exhibit C."

“Exhibit C shows the allocations but not the underlying authorization."

“Because the authorization is in Exhibit D, which we provided last week."

Astoria let the argument wash over her, contributing when Gerald glanced her way for confirmation, but most of her attention was occupied with the effort of not looking at the other side of the table.

It wasn’t working.

Miller hadn’t looked at her once since the meeting started. Not a glance, not a flicker of acknowledgment beyond the initial professional nod when they'd all taken their seats. She was studying the documents with an intensity that seemed excessive for routine discovery disputes, her shoulders held at an angle that suggested deliberate focus.

Astoria recognized the posture. She used it herself when she was trying very hard not to think about something.

Thursday kept surfacing despite her best efforts to bury it. The elevator, the scattered papers she’d dropped, Miller's hand brushing hers, the shock from the contact that still lingered on her skin four days later. And then there was Miller’s face, that frozen moment of something Astoria couldn’t quite name, before she’d stammered an excuse that wasn’t really an excuse and disappeared into the stairwell.

Miller’s voice replayed in her mind. “Actually, I’m going to— I need⁠—”

What had she needed? What had sent her running?

Astoria was fairly certain she knew; she just wasn’t sure what to do with this knowledge.

“If we could take a ten-minute break,” Rachel said, and Astoria blinked back to the present. Rachel had her phone in her hand, the screen lit with what looked like a text message, and her expression had shifted to something more urgent. "I apologize. I have a client emergency on another matter."

“Of course,” Gerald said.

Rachel was already pushing back from the table. “Miller, keep reviewing the exhibits. I’ll be back shortly.”

Miller nodded without looking up. “Take your time.”

The door closed behind Rachel, and the room felt smaller. Astoria turned back to her documents, determined to use the break productively. The allocation schedules needed her attention anyway. There were patterns in the numbers that Gerald hadn't fully grasped, connections between⁠—

Gerald’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, frowned, and muttered something under his breath.

“Problem?” Astoria asked.

He was already standing, his phone pressed to his ear. “I need to take this. Five minutes.”

And then he was gone, too, the door clicking shut behind him, and Astoria was alone with Miller Scott.

The silence was instant and unmistakably awkward. Astoria kept her eyes on the documents. Allocation schedules, right. Pattern analysis. She’d been thinking about pattern analysis.

Across the table, she could hear Miller turn a page, the soft scratch of pen on paper, then the creak of her chair as she shifted her weight.

The room’s aggressive neutrality suddenly felt suffocating.

“The authorization documents are actually in Exhibit E,” Astoria muttered aloud. “Not D. Gerald misspoke.”

Miller’s pen stopped moving, and Astoria could feel the heat from Miller’s gaze on her. “What?”

“The underlying authorization for the intercompany transfers Rachel asked about. Gerald said it’s in Exhibit D, but it’s E. Exhibit D is the board resolution from the previous quarter.”

Miller paused an extra beat. “Thank you.”

Astoria turned another page that she wasn’t really reading. “Saves time for everyone if the record is accurate.”

More silence. Miller’s pen resumed its movement, though Astoria noticed out of the corner of her eye that it was now slower, more tentative. The clock on the wall ticked, and Astoria could hear muffled footsteps outside the door.

“About Thursday,” Miller said.

Astoria’s hand stilled on the page. “What about Thursday?”

“I—” Miller stopped, then started again. “I should apologize for leaving so abruptly. It was unprofessional.”

“You had somewhere to be.” Astoria kept her voice neutral. “It’s fine.”

“I didn’t have anywhere to be.”

The admission hung in the air between them, and Astoria finally looked up. Miller was already watching her, the legal pad forgotten and her expression the most unguarded Astoria had ever seen it. Not the formal professionalism from the mediation or the focused competence from the preliminary hearing, but something rawer, something that made Astoria’s chest feel tight.

“Then why did you leave?” Astoria knew she shouldn’t ask. She knew she should let this go, let Miller’s non-apology stand, and return to the documents while waiting for Gerald to come back.

Miller’s jaw tightened. “You know why.”

“I’m not certain I do.”

“Yes, you are.”

They stared at each other from across the table. The beige walls pressed in around them. The clock ticked off the seconds.

“This is a bad idea,” Astoria whispered.

“I know.”

“Whatever you think you—” Astoria stopped and recalibrated. “Whatever happened Thursday, it doesn’t mean anything. It can’t mean anything.”

Miller’s expression faltered. “Is that what you’ve been telling yourself?”

“It’s the truth.”

“It’s not.”

Astoria stood, but wasn’t sure why—restlessness, the need to move, the conference table suddenly feeling like an insufficient barrier. She walked to the window, looking out at the parking lot four stories below. A woman was walking toward the building, carrying a coffee cup, and a red car was pulling into a space across the lot. Normal Monday afternoon things.

She heard Miller’s chair push back, then footsteps approaching. The particular quality of silence that meant someone was standing too close filled the room.

“You should go back to your seat,” Astoria said without turning.

“Probably.”

Astoria could feel Miller's presence like a physical weight. When had this started? Not at the mediation, when Miller had been just another obstacle. Not even at the preliminary hearing, when Miller's integrity had cracked something open in Astoria's chest. But somewhere between then and now, the pull had become harder to ignore.

She turned.

Miller was closer than she’d expected—two feet away, maybe less. Her eyes were dark in the fluorescent light, and she was looking at Astoria with an expression that softened her heart.

“This is a terrible idea,” Astoria said again, but her voice had gone rough at the edges.

“You mentioned that.”

“I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

Neither of them moved or stepped back. Astoria was aware of everything: Miller’s slightly uneven breathing, the faint scent of her shampoo, the way Miller’s hands hung at her sides, her fingers curled slightly as if she was stopping herself from reaching out.

Astoria wasn’t sure who moved first. Maybe neither of them did. Maybe they just…drifted, caught in the same gravitation pull until the distance between them was inches instead of feet.

Miller’s breath caught, and Astoria saw her lips part, saw her eyes drop to Astoria’s mouth, saw the moment she swayed forward…

The door opened.

“Sorry about that,” Rachel said, already halfway into the room, her phone still in her hand. “The client’s situation was more urgent than⁠—”

Astoria was back at her seat before Rachel finished the sentence, even though she didn’t remember moving. Her documents were in front of her, and her expression was composed, but her heart was slamming against her ribs with a violence that made it hard to breathe.

Across the table, Miller had somehow returned to her own chair. She was staring at her legal pad like it contained the secrets of the universe, her pen gripped too tightly. Her face was flushed, two spots of color high on her cheeks.

Rachel glanced between them. Something crossed her face—suspicion, maybe, or just curiosity—but she didn't comment.

Gerald returned a moment later, and the meeting resumed. Astoria contributed when necessary, nodded when expected, and definitely did not look at Miller.

We almost… She cut off the thought before it could complete itself.

The meeting concluded forty minutes later with nothing resolved. Another session was scheduled for the following week, and handshakes were exchanged across the table, brief and impersonal.

Astoria left first. She didn’t trust herself to linger.

The parking garage was dim and cool, a relief after the fluorescent brightness of the conference room. Astoria’s heels echoed against concrete as she walked toward her car, the sound too loud in the enclosed space.

She’d almost kissed Miller Scott. In a conference room during a case meeting. With their attorneys steps away.

Her hand shook slightly as she pressed the key fob, and she watched the taillights flash with a detachment that felt clinical. This was shock, probably. Her body was catching up to what her mind hadn’t fully processed.

She slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door, sealing herself into silence. The leather was warm from the afternoon sun that had been streaming through the garage’s upper levels. She put her hands on the steering wheel and didn’t start the car.

If Rachel had taken five more seconds to return, it would’ve happened. Astoria would have kissed her. She wanted to kiss her, still wanted to, even with the professional catastrophe that it would’ve caused.

Get it together, she scolded herself.

She started the car and pulled out of the space, navigating the spiral ramp down to street level. She took a left on Ridgeway Avenue, then a right on Windermere Lane, and finally to her street: Aerie Crest Drive. It was the same route she always took, the one she could drive in her sleep, which was fortunate because she wasn’t really seeing the road.

Miller had been leaning in too. That was the part Astoria couldn’t stop turning over in her mind. It hadn’t been one-sided. Miller’s breath caught, her eyes dropped low to her lips, and her body swayed forward in that last moment before the door opened.

That went beyond professional politeness or any of the other explanations Astoria could’ve constructed. That was desire, the same desire that was currently making Astoria’s chest ache in a way she hadn’t felt in years.

“You’re cold,” Valerie’s voice whispered from somewhere in her memory. “You’re frigid, incapable of real passion. You should be grateful I stayed as long as I did.”

Astoria’s hands tightened on the wheel, her knuckles whitening.

She’d believed Valerie, too, that was the humiliating part. After over a decade, she’d internalized every word. That she was broken and defective, missing whatever piece that allowed other people to feel consumed by desire. That the problem was her—it was always her—and Valerie was simply stating facts.

Except…

Except she didn’t feel cold or frigid right now. She felt like she was burning from the inside out, like something had been set alight in that conference room that refused to be quenched. She’d stood inches from Miller Scott and forgotten how to breathe. She’d wanted to close the distance so badly her whole body had ached with the yearning.

The wrought-iron gates to her property swung open automatically, and Astoria pulled up the long drive lined with coastal pines. The house materialized behind them, all glass and weathered wood cantilevered over the cliff’s edge, the ocean spread out beyond it in an endless slate gray.

She parked and sat for a moment, staring at the front door.

Maeve would be inside. She always was on Monday afternoons, handling whatever needed handling, present but unobtrusive. Normally Astoria appreciated her house staff’s quiet competence, the way her home ran smoothly without her having to think about it.

Today, she wasn’t sure she could manage a simple greeting without something showing on her face that she didn’t want to be revealed.

She went in anyway. As predicted, Maeve was in the hallway, a stack of folded linens in her arms. She offered a warm smile as Astoria passed. “

Welcome home. Can I get you anything? Tea?”

“No, thank you.” Astoria kept moving. “I’ll be on the deck.”

If Maeve noticed anything off, she didn’t show it. That was one of the reasons Astoria trusted her.

The wooden deck wrapped around the ocean-facing side of the house, and Astoria sank into one of the low chairs without bothering to change out of her work clothes. The sun was still high enough to warm her skin, and the sound of waves breaking against the rocks below was steady, rhythmic, and indifferent to whatever crisis she was having.

She should pour herself a glass of wine. She should review the documents Gerald had sent over that morning. She should do literally anything other than sit here replaying the same five minutes on an endless loop.

This can’t happen.

Astoria knew that. Miller knew it too. They were on opposite sides of a legal case that would drag on for months. Miller worked for her ex-wife. The ethical violations alone would lead to the case being compromised beyond repair, if not careers ending and reputations tarnished.

And yet…

Miller had looked at her like proximity was the point. Not proximity to her money or connections, but to her. Like being near Astoria was something Miller wanted for its own sake.

When was the last time anyone had looked at her like that?

The sun dropped lower, and Astoria stayed in her chair, watching the light change and not thinking about anything productive.

She wanted Miller Scott. The realization sat in her chest, undeniable and impossible. She couldn’t lie to herself and say it was just a passing attraction or professional respect gone slightly sideways. She wanted her in a way that terrified her. She just couldn’t have her.

But knowing something couldn’t happen had never stopped the yearning before.

The stars were coming out by the time Astoria finally went inside, and she still didn’t have an answer for any of it.
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Chapter 11: Miller

Miller almost canceled three times on the drive over.

She’d picked up her phone at the first red light, her thumb hovering over her mother’s contact. She mentally drafted texts. Not feeling well. Rain check? But Nadia would hear the lie in the text the same way she’d hear it in Miller’s voice, and then she’d worry, and worrying Nadia was worse than showing up and pretending like everything was fine.

So Miller kept driving past the familiar streets of the Heights district, past the elementary school where she’d learned to ride a bike in the parking lot on weekends, past the coffee shop where she and Sienna used to spend hours pretending to study. The neighborhood wrapped around her like an old sweater, comfortable and known.

But she didn’t feel like she fit inside it anymore.

The house looked the same as it always did: porch light on even though it wasn’t dark yet, windchimes Harper had made from old motorcycle parts clinking in the evening breeze, and the overgrown rosebush Nadia kept meaning prune. Miller parked on the street and sat for a moment, her hands still on the wheel.

It’d been six days since the meeting in the conference room, which really meant it’d been six nights of dreams that left her tangled in her sheets with her heart pounding and skin flushed. She’d started dreading the moment she closed her eyes, knowing what waited for her there. Her body had become a stranger, something that knew things she didn’t and wanted things she couldn’t quite name.

Miller pressed her palms against her eyes until colors bloomed in the darkness. She just needed to get through dinner. Eat some food, make normal conversation, go home. She’d been holding herself together all week. She could hold it together for three more hours.

The front door opened before she reached the porch.

Nadia stood in the doorway, dish towel over her shoulder and a smile already forming. But the smile faltered, just slightly, as Nadia’s gaze moved over Miller’s face.

“You’re early,” she said, the same greeting as always, but her voice had softened into something gentler.

“Traffic was light.”

Nadia pulled her into a hug. Miller let herself be held, breathing in the familiar scent of rosemary and the lavender hand cream her mother had used for as long as she could remember. The embrace lasted a beat longer than usual. Two beats, then three.

“Sweetheart,” Nadia murmured against her hair.

Miller’s throat tightened. She pulled back before her composure cracked. “Is Harper in the kitchen?”

Nadia’s eyes searched her face for a moment, but she didn’t push. “Where else would she be? She’s trying a new chicken recipe. She’s been threatening me with it for weeks.”

“Threatening?”

“She found it on one of those cooking shows. You know how she gets.”

Miller managed something close to a smile and stepped inside. The house embraced her the way it always did. It was warm, cluttered, and alive with books precariously stacked on the coffee table and Harper’s reading glasses abandoned on top of the pile. She walked past the wall of photos and slowed. She saw herself at seven years old, gap-toothed and grinning; another when she was eighteen with her graduation cap askew; and another when she was at the beach with her moms, all three of them lightly sunkissed and laughing.

That girl in the photos had known who she was. But Miller didn’t know anything anymore.

“There she is.” Harper’s sing-song voice floated from the kitchen, followed by the woman herself as she wiped her hands on her jeans. Her hair had gotten more gray since retiring, and she wore it cropped short in a way that suited her. “You look like hell, kid.”

“Harper,” Nadia chastised.

“What? She does.” Harper crossed to Miller and pulled her into a solid hug, the kind that felt like being anchored to something strong and stable. “Are you sleeping?”

“Some.”

“Liar.” Harper held her at arm’s length, studying her face with the same assessing look she’d probably used on patients for thirty years. “You’ve got bags under your eyes that I could pack luggage into.”

“It’s been a busy week.”

Harper’s expression said she wasn’t buying it, but she let it go. “Well, dinner’s almost ready. I’m told the chicken is going to change our lives, but don’t get your hopes up. I said the same thing about the risotto last month.”

“The risotto was fine,” Nadia said.

“It was adequate. There’s a difference.”

They moved into the familiar rhythm of Sunday dinner: Harper back at the stove, stirring and tasting and muttering about cook times; Nadia pouring wine and setting out appetizers; Miller drifting in their wake, trying to find her footing in a routine that had always felt effortless.

“Wine?” Nadia held up the bottle.

“Please.”

She poured a generous glass, and Miller took it gratefully. The first sip went down too fast, gulping like water the wine that should be savored. Nadia noticed, Miller saw her notice, and neither of them said anything.

“How’s the big Shepry case?” Harper asked, her back still turned to them. “Last I heard, you were gearing up for depositions.”

Miller’s stomach clenched. “It’s…complicated.”

“Isn’t it always?”

“Yes, but this is more complicated than usual.”

Harper glanced over her shoulder. “Opposing counsel giving you trouble?”

The wine turned sour in Miller’s mouth. She set the glass down on a wooden coaster. “Something like that.”

Nadia’s hand found her elbow, a light but brief touch. “We don’t have to talk about work.”

“No, it’s—” Miller shook her head. “It’s fine, just a lot going on.”

They moved to the dining room when the chicken was ready. Harper served it with the ceremonial pride she always brought to new recipes, and Miller made the appropriate noises of appreciation as food was piled onto her plate. On the menu this week was roasted chicken, herb-crusted potatoes, and green beans with lemon juice and toasted almonds.

It was a meal that would normally make her mouth water. She pushed a potato across her place and cut a piece of chicken into smaller pieces, then smaller still.

“Not hungry?” Nadia asked, her voice pointedly neutral.

“I had a late lunch.”

Another lie. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Nothing stayed down. Her body felt entirely foreign and unreliable to her, keeping secrets she hadn’t even known herself.

The conversation flowed around her. Harper was talking about the ‘72 Honda motorcycle she was restoring, some problem with the carburetor that Miller should’ve been able to follow but couldn’t. Miller nodded when it seemed appropriate, made sounds of interest, but contributed nothing.

Gray-blue eyes, the scent of expensive perfume, the moment before⁠—

“Miller blinked hard and stared at her plate.

“Miller.”

She looked up to see both of her moms watching her. She had no idea what question she’d failed to answer.

“Sorry, what?”

Harper set down her fork. “Okay, what’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m just tired.”

“You’ve said that. Three times now, actually.” Harper’s voice was steady, but her eyes were sharp, missing nothing. “And you’ve eaten maybe four bites of my life-changing chicken, which is honestly a personal insult, but more importantly, you’re sitting there like you’re a thousand miles away.”

“I’m fine…”

“You’re not. You haven’t been fine since you walked in the door. I can see it written all over you, sweetheart.”

Miller’s hands had started to shake, so she flattened them on the table. “It’s just work. The case is intense, and I haven’t been sleeping well.”

“Because of the case?” Nadia asked.

“Yes.”

“The work itself or…”

Miller went very still. The silence stretched between them. Harper was watching her with an expression Miller didn’t recognize and couldn’t read. Nadia waited, patient as always, the question hanging in the air.

“It’s complicated,” Miller finally said.

“So you’ve mentioned.” Nadia reached over and covered Miller’s hand with her own. “We have time. Harper’s food will keep.”

“It really won’t,” Harper muttered, but she nudged her plate aside anyway.

Miller stared at their joined hands. Her mother’s skin was soft and lined with age, the same hands that had held her through every nightmare and heartbreak and triumph of her life. She’d never hidden anything from these women. She’d never needed to.

She had no idea how to start telling them this, though. She didn’t even know how to tell it to herself.

“Let’s clean up,” Nadia said, as if sensing Miller wasn’t ready. “We can talk in the kitchen.”

The kitchen had always been where the real conversations happened. Something about the rhythm of cleaning and the excuse of performing a task made it easier to speak openly. Miller found herself at the sink, hands submerged in the soapy water, and Nadia drying the cleaned dishes beside her. Harper had retreated to the doorway, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed. Miller could feel the warmth of her gaze on her back as she washed a plate, then another. The hot water stung her hands, and she welcomed it. It was something else to feel that wasn’t the churning in her chest.

“There’s someone,” she said, and her voice came out strange, too high-pitched and thin.

Nadia kept drying, not missing a beat. “Someone at work?”

“Connected to work. Not… It’s complicated.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it is.” Miller scrubbed at a spot that was already clean. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

“Try.”

The plate was going to crack if she kept scrubbing it. Miller set it in the rack and reached for another, but her hands were shaking too hard. She braced them on the edge of the sink instead, staring down at the soap suds in the water.

“I’ve been having dreams,” she said.

“What kind of dreams?”

Miller’s face went hot. “The kind you don’t talk about with your mothers.”

A pause, then from across the room, Harper simply said, “Ah.”

“About this person connected to work,” Nadia said.

“Yes.”

“And these dreams are…new?”

“Yes.” Miller’s throat felt tight. “I’ve never— I don’t dream like that. Not about anyone, not ever. But now it’s every night, and I can’t stop thinking about⁠—”

“About them?” Nadia supplied.

Miller squeezed her eyes shut. “Her.”

The word hung in the air, small and terrifying but true. She heard Nadia set down the dish towel and felt her mother’s warm hand clasp her shoulder.

“Her,” Nadia repeated, and there was no surprise or judgment in her voice, just acknowledgement.

“I don’t—” Miller’s voice cracked. “I’ve never— I’m not⁠—”

She couldn’t finish any of the sentences. Every word she reached for dissolved before she could grasp it. She wasn’t gay. She’d dated men, slept with them, even. She’d built her whole life around the assumption that she was straight, that the story she’d told herself was true, and now…

“I don’t understand what’s going on with me,” she whispered.

Nadia’s hand moved to her back, rubbing in slow circles the way she had when Miller was small and couldn’t sleep. “Tell me about her.”

“I can’t. She’s…” Miller laughed, a broken sound with sharp edges. “She’s everything I’m not supposed to want—professionally, personally, literally every single way you can think of. It’s impossible.”

“But you want her anyway.”

“I can’t stop.” The confession scraped out of her. “I’ve tried. I’ve been trying for weeks, and it just keeps getting worse. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Nothing’s wrong with you.”

“Something is.” Miller spun around, and there were fresh tears on her face now, but she couldn’t remember when they’d started. “Something has to be because I’ve had relationships with men all my life. I thought…”

She stopped and pressed her hands to her face.

“You thought what?” Nadia asked softly.

“I thought that’s just what it felt like.” Miller’s voice came out muffled against her palms. “I thought everyone was exaggerating about the butterflies, the spark, all of it. I thought it was just…marketing hype and stuff in movies and that real life was comfortable and you made it work.”

“And what about now?”

Miller dropped her hands and looked at her mother through tears that blurred her vision. “Now I know they weren’t exaggerating because I feel it. I feel all of it. And it’s not comfortable or fine. It’s terrifying because if this is what it’s supposed to feel like”—her breath caught in her throat and she cleared it—”then what the hell have I been doing for thirty-five years?”

Nadia’s expression shifted, something old and sad moving across her face. “Oh, sweetheart, you’ve been surviving.”

Miller stared at her. “What?”

“You did what you thought you were supposed to do and dated who you thought you were supposed to date. You followed the script because no one told you there was another option.” Nadia stepped closer, cupping Miller’s face in her hands. “It didn’t mean you failed. That’s just the way things were.”

“But you and Mom…I grew up with you. How could I not know?”

“Because you’re not us.” Nadia’s thumbs brushed the tears from Miller’s cheeks. “Because having gay parents doesn’t automatically make you question your own sexuality. Because you liked boys well enough and that was easier and nobody, including us, ever pushed you to look deeper.”

From the doorway, Harper cleared her throat. Miller turned to look at her.

“For what it’s worth,” Harper said, her voice rougher than usual, “we wondered sometimes, but it wasn’t our place to say.”

“Wondered what?”

Harper exchanged a look with Nadia, three decades of silent communication passing between them.

“You never brought anyone home,” Harper said finally. “Not once in all the years you were dating. You’d mention them, but you never wanted us to meet them. It didn’t seem like you cared if it worked out or not.”

“I cared.”

“But did you?” Harper’s voice was gentle. “When Marcus ended, you seemed relieved. And that guy in law school, what was his name?”

“Garrett.”

“Yeah. When Garrett wanted to get serious, you ran. Every time someone got close, you found a reason to leave.” Harper pushed off from the doorframe and walked into the kitchen, coming to stand by Nadia. “We figured you just weren’t ready…or maybe you hadn’t met the right person.”

“And now you have,” Nadia said quietly. “And she’s a woman, and suddenly none of those old scripts work anymore.”

Miller’s legs felt unsteady. She reached for the counter, needing something solid to stabilize herself. “I don’t know who I am,” she whispered. “If I was wrong about this, about something so basic, then what else don’t I know? What else have I been lying to myself about?”

“You weren’t lying to yourself.” Nadia’s voice was firm. “You were doing the best you could with what information you understood. That’s not the same thing.”

“It feels like lying. It feels like my whole life has been—” Miller pressed her hand to her sternum where it felt like she was cracking from the inside out. “I feel like the ground has disappeared and I don’t know how to stand anymore or which way is up.”

Nadia pulled her into another hug, and Miller pressed her face against her shoulder, her whole body trembling with the effort of keeping herself together. She felt Harper’s arms wrap around both of them from behind.

“You’re still you,” Nadia murmured. “You’re still our Miller. This doesn’t change that.”

“But everything feels different.”

“I know. But different isn’t wrong. Different is just…different.”

They held her until the trembling stopped and Miller’s breathing steadied. Harper was the first to pull back, and when Miller looked at her, Harper’s eyes were red-rimmed.

“Christ,” Harper said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “We’re a mess.”

Miller laughed, the sound watery and raw. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” Harper squeezed her shoulder. “This is what we’re here for.”

Nadia guided Miller to the kitchen table, pressing her down into a chair. “Sit. I’m making tea.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“You’re getting tea.”

Miller didn’t argue. She sat at the table while Nadia filled the kettle and Harper dropped into the chair beside her. The kitchen settled into a wrung-out kind of silence.

“So,” Harper said after a minute, “this woman.”

Miller tensed. “What about her?”

“You don’t have to tell us who she is, but…” Harper paused, choosing her words. “Is she worth it? All this upheaval?”

Miller mulled over the question. She thought about the gray-blue eyes that had softened when no one else was looking, about a voice that could cut glass in a crowd but went quiet and uncertain when they were alone, about the way Astoria had looked at her in that conference room as if she were impossible to look away from.

“I don’t know if it matters whether she’s worth it,” Miller said. “Because I don’t think I get to choose. It’s just…there, whether I want it or not.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Miller met Harper’s eyes and bit her lower lip before answering. “Yes, she’s worth it. She’s worth everything, but I can’t have her and I’m not sure that changes anything about how I feel.”

Harper nodded slowly, something like approval crossing her face.

Nadia brought the tea over, setting a mug in front of Miller. “Drink.”

Miller wrapped her hands around the warmth. The heat seeped into her palms, grounding her.

“So, what does this make me?” she asked, and her voice sounded very small. “I dated men, sort of. In a⁠—”

“In a fine way,” Harper filled in. “A comfortable way.”

“Yes.”

“And now you’re attracted to a woman.”

“Yes.”

“In a not-fine way.”

Miller almost smiled. “Definitely not fine.”

Harper shrugged. “Sounds bisexual to me, but you don’t have to call it anything if you don’t want to.”

Bisexual.

Miller turned the word over in her mind. She’d never tried it on before, never had a reason to. She’d always been straight. That was just who she was, as fundamental as her eye color or her left-handedness.

Except maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it had never been.

“Bisexual,” she said, testing the word out loud. It felt strange in her mouth, but it didn’t feel wrong. It was like a door she’d never noticed before that was suddenly visible. “I’m bisexual.”

“If that’s what fits,” Nadia said.

“I think it does.” Miller looked up at her mothers, these two women who had built a life together, who had raised her with love and openness, who had somehow known her better than she even knew herself. “I think it’s always been true. I just didn’t have the… I didn’t let myself see it,” she said finally.

“And now you do,” Harper said.

“Now I do.”

The kitchen was quiet, and Miller felt hollowed out and exhausted. But underneath the exhaustion, there was something else, something that felt like relief.

“I still don’t know what to do,” she admitted. “About her. About any of it. It’s still an impossible situation.”

“Maybe,” Nadia said. “Or maybe not. Things change.”

“And what about in the meantime?”

Nadia reached across the table and took her hand. “In the meantime, you learned something new about yourself. That’s everything, sweetheart.”

Miller thought about the week ahead: the case, the work, the inevitable moments when she’d have to see Astoria and pretend like she wasn’t falling apart on the inside, the yearning that wouldn’t go away just because she finally named it.

But she also thought about this moment, sitting in her mothers’ kitchen with tea warming her insides as a word settled into her chest that had been waiting her whole life to be spoken.

She wasn’t okay and the problem wasn’t solved, but something had shifted into place. For the first time in days, she felt more like herself again. A different self than she’d been a week ago, but still her.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For being here. For not—” Miller’s voice caught. “For letting me figure it out without trying to fix me.”

“There’s nothing to fix,” Nadia said. “Just something new about yourself to discover.”

Harper stood and stretched. “Stay as long as you need tonight. There’s no rush.”

Miller nodded. She wasn’t ready to leave yet. She wasn’t ready to go back to her apartment and face the empty rooms and sleepless nights. But for now, she kept sitting here with the two people who’d loved her before she knew who she was and would continue to love her now that she was finally learning.

It was enough. For tonight, it was enough.
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Chapter 12: Astoria

The call came at 4:47 p.m. on a Friday, which was exactly when Valerie would have timed it.

Astoria was reviewing the quarterly sustainability report when Gerald’s name lit up her phone screen. She considered letting it go to voicemail—she was nearly finished with work, and the weekend stretched ahead with the promise of uninterrupted quiet—but Gerald didn’t call on Friday afternoons unless something had gone wrong.

She answered on the third ring. “What did she do?”

There was a pause, then Gerald, with an edge in his voice, said, “She filed an emergency motion about an hour ago claiming you violated the temporary orders.”

Astoria set down her pen. “On what grounds?”

“The Cascadia contract. She’s claiming the capital expenditure approval last week required her notification under the temporary orders and that you deliberately circumvented the process to diminish marital assets.”

The Cascadia project, her sustainable hotel development that was two years in planning. It was the crown jewel of Shepry Global’s expansion into eco-tourism. Astoria had followed every protocol, documented every decision, and copied Gerald on every significant communication precisely because she’d known Valerie would look for ammunition.

And yet still…

“That’s absurd,” Astoria said, her voice flat and unaffected. “The notification requirements apply to asset sales and new debt instruments. Capital expenditures from approved operating budgets don’t require spousal notification. We confirmed this with the court already.”

“I know. And we’ll make that argument Monday morning.”

“Monday,” she said dryly.

“Yes. An emergency hearing, nine a.m. on Judge Whitcombe’s docket.” Gerald’s tone carried the particular wariness of a man who had spent over forty years watching people use the legal system as a weapon. “I’m sorry, Astoria. I know you had plans this weekend.”

She hadn’t, actually. Her plans had consisted of an empty house, perhaps a swim if the weather held, and the continued effort of not thinking about things she couldn’t afford to think about. But Gerald didn’t need to know that.

“What do you need from me?”

“Documentation first. I need every email, memo, and sign-off related to the Cascadia approval. I want a paper trail so clean it squeaks.” She heard him shifting papers on his end. “I’ll draft the response tonight and tomorrow. But I also need case law, specifically recent precedents on breach-of-order claims in high-asset divorces, specifically where the alleged breach involved routine business operations. There’s a law review article from last year I want to cite, but I need the supporting cases.”

“The courthouse law library⁠—”

“Has everything we need, yes. I’d go myself, but I want to focus on the response brief.”

Astoria was already closing the sustainability report after saving the file, her mind shifting into crisis mode efficiently. This was manageable. Frustrating, manipulative, and exhausting, yes, but manageable. “I’ll head there now. Send me the citation for the article, and I’ll pull the precedents.”

“I’ll email it in five minutes.” Gerald paused. “Astoria.”

“Yes?”

“This is harassment. We both know that. The motion has no merit, and Judge Whitcombe will see through it. But Valerie is counting on the disruption, the expense, and the sheer exhaustion of having to defend yourself over and over.”

“I know what she’s counting on.”

Her marriage had taught her exactly how Valerie operated. The Friday filing wasn’t accidental. It was strategic and designed to maximize disruption while minimizing her response time. Valerie would have known Astoria had plans, or would assume she did, and the thought of ruining them would have been part of the appeal.

“Don’t let her see you rattled,” Gerald said.

“I never do.”

She ended the call and sat for a moment in the silence of her corner office. The sun had shifted while they talked, casting long shadows across her desk. Gloria had left an hour ago, and the executive floor was empty, the weekend exodus complete.

Astoria allowed herself thirty seconds of something that wasn't quite anger. It was deeper than that, more worn. She’d endured eight months of this. Eight months of motions and countermotions, of accusations dressed up in legal language, of her entire life picked apart and examined and found wanting. She'd built an empire from nothing, but she couldn't seem to build a wall high enough to keep Valerie out.

The thirty seconds ended. Astoria gathered her laptop, her phone, and the leather portfolio she always carried to meetings. She checked her reflection in the window glass—composed, immaculate, the ice queen who never cracked—and walked out of her office.

The drive to the courthouse took twelve minutes at this hour, the Friday traffic already thinning as people scattered toward restaurants and homes and anywhere that wasn't work. Astoria drove on autopilot, her mind cataloging what she'd need: the article Gerald mentioned, supporting precedents, and anything from recent appellate decisions on business judgment exceptions to marital notification requirements.

The courthouse law library occupied the third floor of the older judicial building, a relic from before the sleek modern courthouse was built next door. It smelled like old paper and furniture polish, and the fluorescent lights hummed at a frequency that had given Astoria a headache more than once. But it had the most comprehensive collection of family law resources in the county, and on a Friday evening, it would be nearly empty.

Astoria pushed through the heavy wooden doors and nodded to the librarian at the front desk, a gray-haired woman who recognized her from previous visits. "Working late, Ms. Shepry?"

“Unfortunately.” Astoria managed a small smile. “I’ll be in the research room if anyone needs me.”

“I’ll be closing the main floor at eight, but attorneys can stay in the research room as long as they need. Mr. Bracks already called ahead, so you’re all set. Just make sure the door latches behind you when you leave.”

“Thank you.”

The research room was a glass-walled space at the back of the library, furnished with long tables, power outlets, and access to the legal databases that weren't available on the public terminals. Astoria chose a seat facing the door and began unpacking her laptop and notes.

Gerald’s email had arrived with the article citation and a list of relevant case numbers. She pulled the first volume from the shelves and settled in to work.

This, at least, she could control. Valerie couldn’t file whatever motions she wanted and time them to disrupt her. She could lie with a smile on her face and manufactured righteousness in her voice. But she couldn’t change the law, and she couldn’t change the facts.

Astoria found the first case and began taking notes. An hour passed, then most of another. Astoria worked methodically through Gerald’s list, pulling volumes from the shelves and flagging relevant passages. The research room was quiet except for the scratch of her pen and the occasional hum of the air conditioning cycling on. She’d removed her blazer at some point, draping it over the back of her chair, and her heels sat abandoned beneath the table. The fluorescent lights cast everything in the same flat, shadowless glow.

She was deep in a 2024 appellate decision—a case where a husband had claimed his wife violated temporary orders by authorizing routine maintenance on a shared commercial property—when the door opened.

Astoria looked up, expecting the librarian to let her know she was locking up for the night.

But it wasn’t the librarian.

Miller Scott stood in the doorway, a canvas bag over one shoulder and a stack of files pressed against her chest. She wore well-worn jeans and a soft blue sweater, her hair loose around her shoulders instead of pulled back in her usual twist. She looked like she had been called away from something else, a Friday evening interrupted, just like Astoria’s had been.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

“I didn’t—” Miller started, then stopped. Her eyes swept the room, taking in Astoria’s spread of documents, the empty tables, and the glass walls that suddenly, to Astoria, felt like a cage. “Rachel sent me. For research.”

“The emergency motion.”

“Yes.”

Of course it was the same emergency. Rachel would need the same precedents Gerald did and would be building the same arguments, just from opposite angles. It made perfect sense that she’d send someone to pull cases on a Friday night, and it made perfect sense that the someone would be Miller. Astoria had just somehow failed to think it through to this logical conclusion.

“The library is large enough,” Astoria said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “We don't have to work on top of each other.”

Something flickered across Miller's face, there and gone before Astoria could fully name it. “Right. Of course.”

Miller chose a table on the opposite side of the room, near the windows that looked out onto the darkening courthouse square. She unpacked her bag with the same methodical efficiency Astoria had used an hour ago: laptop, legal pad, a handful of pens. She didn’t look in Astoria’s direction.

Astoria returned to the appellate decision, but the words swam in front of her eyes.

“The court finds that routine maintenance expenditures, when consistent with historical patterns and within the scope of ordinary business operations, do not constitute a violation of…”

She read the same sentence three times without absorbing any of it. Across the room, Miller’s pen scratched against paper. Minutes later, a chair creaked and pages from an old book turned with a soft whisper that Astoria’s ears tracked without her conscious permission.

This was fine. They were professionals. They could occupy the same space without⁠—

Miller stood to retrieve a volume from the shelves. Astoria watched her move across the room in her peripheral vision, watched her reach for a book on a high shelf, her sweater riding up just slightly to reveal a sliver of skin at her hip.

Astoria looked back at her documents so quickly she nearly gave herself whiplash.

Focus, she chided herself.

The minutes crawled past. Astoria forced herself through the appellate decision, taking notes she’d probably have to redo later because her handwriting had gotten tight and cramped. She pulled another volume from the shelves, intentionally choosing one on the opposite side of the room from where Miller was working, and found two more relevant cases. She was making progress.

At ten minutes till eight, the librarian appeared in the doorway. “I'm closing up the main floor,” she announced. “You're both welcome to stay as long as you need. The door will lock automatically behind you when you leave, so just make sure you have everything before you go.”

“Thank you,” Astoria and Miller said in unison while still avoiding eye contact.

The librarian left. The main lights in the outer library clicked off a few minutes later, leaving only the research room illuminated, a bright box in the surrounding darkness. Through the glass walls, Astoria could see the shadowed shapes of bookshelves, the empty tables, and the exit sign glowing red above the main door.

They were alone now. Completely, undeniably alone.

The silence took on a different texture—heavier, more present. Every sound Miller made seemed amplified: the tap of her fingers on her laptop keyboard, the rustle of pages, the soft exhale that might have been frustration or something else entirely.

Astoria needed a different volume. She’d been avoiding it for twenty minutes, but the case she was looking for was only available in the bound reporters on the fall wall. The same wall that was directly behind Miller’s table.

She could wait. She could work on something else and find a way to come back to it.

She stood and walked toward the shelves, and after three paces, she heard Miller’s typing stop.

Astoria kept her eyes fixed on the spines of the books, scanning for the right volume. F.3d, F.3d…there. She reached for it, and her shoulder passed within inches of Miller’s head.

“Astoria.”

She should have kept moving. She should’ve taken the book, returned to her table, and maintained the distance they’d been preserving all evening. But instead, she stopped.

“Yes?”

Miller had turned in her chair, looking up at Astoria with an expression that made something twist in her chest. “This is ridiculous.”

“What is?”

“This.” Miller gestured between them. “Pretending we’re not— That we can just…” She broke off, pressing her lips together.

“Pretending we’re not, what?”

It came out sharper than Astoria intended, almost like a challenge. Miller’s jaw just tightened.

“You know what.”

It’d been eleven days since they’d stood close enough in the conference room to breathe the same air, since Rachel’s return had interrupted something that still kept Astoria awake at night. They hadn’t spoken since. No calls, emails, or accidental encounters. Astoria had told herself the distance was a relief. But she’d been lying.

“We’re on opposite sides of an active case,” Astoria said. “There’s nothing to pretend about. This is simply how it has to be.”

“I know that.” Miller’s voice was quiet. “I’m not disputing that. I’m just…” She stopped, pressing her fingers to her temple. “I’m just so tired of pretending I don’t feel this.”

The words landed like stones in still water, ripples spreading outward.

Astoria should step back and say something cutting, something that would rebuild the wall between them, something that would make Miller retreat to her side of the room and let them both survive the next few hours with their professional boundaries intact.

Instead, she heard herself ask, “Feel what?”

Miller laughed dryly. “You’re really going to make me say it?”

“I’m not making you do anything.”

“No.” Miller’s voice had dropped and roughened in a way that made Astoria’s skin prickle. “No, you’re not. And that’s the problem. You’re not doing anything. You’re just standing there, and I can’t stop⁠—”

She cut herself off. Her hands were shaking slightly at her sides, and her eyes were bright with something that looked like anger but wasn’t.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” Miller said. “I’ve tried. For a week, I’ve tried, and I know it’s impossible and I know all the reasons and none of it matters because you’re all I think about anyway.”

The only sound was the hum from the fluorescent lights. Astoria let the words settle. She should walk away. Every rational part of her brain was screaming it.

“You think I don’t know?” The words came out before she could stop them. “You think I haven’t been trying just as hard? You think I wanted this?”

Miller’s breath caught. “Astoria⁠—”

“Eleven days.” Astoria heard her own voice as if from a distance, the ice queen facade cracking along fault lines she hadn't known existed. “Eleven days since that conference room, and I haven't stopped thinking about what would have happened if Rachel had taken five more seconds to come back.”

The space between them had shrunk without either of them consciously moving. Astoria could see the flecks of gold in Miller's warm brown eyes. Her heart was pounding so hard she was certain Miller could hear it.

“We shouldn’t,” Astoria whispered.

“I know.”

“If anyone found out…”

“I know.”

“It could destroy both of us.”

Miller’s hand came up, hovering near Astoria’s face without touching. “Tell me to stop,” she said. “Tell me to stop and walk away, and I will. I’ll go back to my table, and we’ll finish our research and pretend like this conversation never happened.

Astoria should say. The word was right there, simple and final: stop.

“I can’t,” she admitted, and she wasn’t sure if she meant she couldn't tell Miller to stop or couldn't keep pretending or couldn't survive months of this exquisite, impossible wanting.

Maybe she meant all of it.

Miller’s fingers brushed her jaw, feather-light and devastating in its caress.

Every thought in her head went quiet, and she stopped breathing.

The touch was barely there, just the pads of Miller’s fingers tracing the line of her jaw, hesitant and questioning. It would’ve been so easy to pull away, to step back and break the spell, to retreat behind the walls she’d spent a lifetime building.

She didn’t move.

Miller’s eyes searched her face, looking for permission or refusal, and Astoria couldn’t give her either. She was frozen, caught between everything she knew she should do and everything she wanted, and wanting was winning. It had been winning for weeks now, maybe longer, and she was so tired of fighting it.

“Astoria.” Miller’s voice was barely a whisper. “I need you to tell me⁠—”

Astoria kissed her.

She didn’t decide to do it. There was no moment of conscious choice, no deliberate closing of the distance. One second, Miller was speaking, and the next, Astoria’s mouth was on hers, swallowing whatever words had been coming next.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. Weeks of tension cracked open between them—everything that had been building since the mediation, since the preliminary hearing, since every moment they’d pretended not to notice each other. She kissed Miller like she was drowning and Miller was oxygen, desperate and graceless and nothing like the controlled veneer she showed to the world.

Miller made a sound against her mouth, something between a gasp and a moan, and then her hands were in Astoria’s hair, pulling her closer. The book Astoria had been holding hit the floor with a thud that neither of them acknowledged. Miller’s back hit the edge of the table, and still, they didn’t stop, couldn’t stop, the kiss deepening into something that made Astoria’s knees unsteady.

She was burning. After all those years of Valerie’s voice in her head, she was burning alive in a courthouse law library with her hands fisted in Miller Scott’s sweater, and she’d never felt anything like this in her entire life.

Miller’s fingers scraped against her scalp, and Astoria heard herself make a sound she didn’t recognize. She pressed closer, needing more contact, more of Miller’s warmth against her, more of this thing she’d told herself she didn’t want and couldn’t have and shouldn’t need.

They broke apart gasping.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. They stood tangled together between the table and the bookshelves, their foreheads nearly touching, breathing each other's air. Miller's hands were still in Astoria's hair. Astoria's fingers were still twisted in the soft fabric of Miller's sweater.

“This can't happen,” Astoria said. Her voice came out wrecked, nothing like her own.

“I know.”

“We can’t…”

“I know.”

But neither of them let go.

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, indifferent to what was unraveling beneath them. Through the glass walls, the darkened library stretched out like a held breath, and the exit sign glowed a steady red.

Miller’s thumb traced Astoria’s cheekbone, impossibly tender after the desperation from moments before. “I should go.”

Astoria nodded, but she didn’t release her grip on Miller’s sweater.

“Astoria.” Miller’s voice cracked on her name. “I have to go. If I don’t go now…”

“Yeah.”

Slowly, like it cost her something vital, Miller untangled herself. Her hands slid from Astoria’s hair to her shoulders, then away entirely, and the loss of contact felt like a physical wound. She stepped back, putting inches between their bodies that felt like miles.

Astoria let her go. She made herself let go, finger by finger, until she was standing alone with her arms wrapped around herself.

Miller gathered her things without looking at Astoria. Her movements were jerky and uncoordinated, nothing like her usual fluid efficiency. When she finally looked up, her eyes were shimmering with wetness.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Astoria shook her head. “No, don’t apologize for—” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

Miller stood at the door, one hand on the handle. She looked back at Astoria with an expression that would live in her memory for a long time, wanting and wrecked and so beautiful it made Astoria’s chest ache.

“Goodnight, Astoria.”

The door closed behind her with a soft click. Her footsteps receded across the darkened library, then the heavier sound of the main door opening and closing.

Then nothing, just silence. Astoria stood alone among the books with the sweet taste of Miller still on her lips.

She didn’t move for a long time.

The research she’d come here to do sat abandoned on her table: the precedents Gerald needed and the case law that would defend her against another of Valerie’s attacks. It seemed impossibly distant now, a concern from another life.

Astoria touched her mouth with trembling fingers and was convinced she could still feel where Miller’s lips had been.

Slowly and mechanically, Astoria went back to her table. She packed her laptop and notes, then replaced the volumes she’d pulled from the shelves, though she couldn’t have said what any of them contained anymore. She slipped her feet back into her black heels and pulled on her blazer.

The walk to her car felt endless, the parking garage dim and echoing around her. She slid into the driver’s seat and sat there in the darkness, hands on the wheel but not turning on the engine.

She had kissed Miller Scott. Or Miller had kissed her. It didn’t actually matter who had moved first. They had both moved, they both wanted it, they both let it happen.

Everything was different now. The line was crossed, and there was no going back.

Astoria started the car and drove home through the empty streets, not knowing what Monday would bring, only knowing that for the first time in longer than she could remember, she didn’t feel cold at all.
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Chapter 13: Miller

Miller arrived at work twenty minutes early, which was unusual for a Monday. She sat in her car in the parking garage, watching the concrete wall and rehearsing words she'd been composing for three weeks.

I have a conflict of interest on the Shepry case.

It was simple and professional, the kind of statement attorneys made when circumstances required it. Rachel would accept it, file the appropriate paperwork, and life would continue.

Except nothing about this was simple.

Miller pressed her forehead against the steering wheel. It’d been three weeks since the library. Three weeks of sleepless nights and cold showers and forcing herself to focus on other cases while her mind wandered back to the taste of Astoria's mouth, the desperate sound she'd made when Miller's hands found her hair, the way everything had narrowed to just the two of them in that fluorescent-lit room.

She’d tried to rebuild her walls. She'd been professional at the emergency hearing the Monday after; both of them had been. They had barely looked at each other, speaking only through their respective counsel. She'd told herself it was a mistake, a moment of weakness, something that would fade if she just gave it enough time and distance.

But it hadn’t faded. If anything, it had gotten worse.

Miller lifted her head and stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror. She looked tired, like someone who had spent three weeks lying to herself and had finally run out of energy for the pretense.

The truth was that she couldn’t be objective about Valerie’s case anymore. Maybe she hadn’t been truly objective for weeks, not since the preliminary hearing when she’d noticed the exhaustion in Astoria’s eyes, not since she’d spoken up against Valerie’s false claim and watched something shift in Astoria’s expression. The kiss had just made it impossible to deny.

And the other truth, the one she'd been circling for three weeks without letting herself land on it: she wanted more. She wanted to kiss Astoria again. She wanted to do more than kiss her. She wanted things she couldn't even fully articulate yet, things that made her pulse race and her skin flush and her carefully ordered life feel like a house built on sand.

She couldn’t represent Valerie while wanting Astoria like this. It wasn’t ethical or professional, and if she stayed on the case, she knew exactly what would happen: she’d find reasons to be in the same room as Astoria and eventually she’d end up right back where she’d been in that library, only with even less willpower to stop.

Better to make the choice to recuse herself now before she did something that couldn’t be undone and ruin her professionally.

Miller sighed, then grabbed her bag and headed inside.

Rachel’s office occupied the corner of the fourth floor, all windows and morning light and the accumulated evidence of a thirty-year legal career. Framed certificates lined one wall, and photos of Rachel with various judges and politicians covered another. The desk was old mahogany, scarred from decades of use, and Rachel sat behind it like a general surveying a battlefield.

Miller knocked on the open door. “Do you have a minute?”

Rachel looked up from her computer, her reading glasses perched on her nose. “Miller, you’re here early.” She gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Of course. Sit.”

Miller sat. Her hands wanted to fidget, so she pressed them flat against her thighs.

“What’s on your mind?”

There was no point dancing around it. Besides, Miller had rehearsed this enough times. “I have a conflict of interest on the Shepry case. I need to recuse myself, effective immediately.”

Rachel’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes sharpened. She removed her reading glasses, set them on the desk, and leaned back in her chair.

“What kind of conflict?”

“It’s personal.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“I’d rather not.”

The silence stretched between them. Rachel was studying her with the same attention she brought to hostile witnesses, looking for tells, inconsistencies, and the shape of what wasn’t being said.

“Does this involve Valerie?” Rachel asked. “Or Astoria Shepry?”

Miller’s jaw tightened against her will. She should’ve expected the question. Rachel hadn’t built a successful legal practice by missing obvious connections.

“I can’t discuss the specifics,” Miller said. “But I can tell you that my continued involvement in the case would compromise my professional judgment. I’m doing this now because it’s the only right thing to do, before any further damage is done.”

“Further damage,” Rachel repeated the words slowly, turning them over in her mouth. “So something has already happened.”

It wasn’t a question, but Miller still didn’t answer. Rachel was quiet for a long moment. Her fingers drummed once against the desk, a rare tell from a woman who usually revealed nothing.

“You’re a good attorney, Miller. One of the best associates I’ve ever worked with.” She paused. “And you’re doing this because you believe it’s the ethical choice, even though you know it will raise questions and affect your professional trajectory here.”

Miller’s throat tightened. “I know.”

“Do you?” Rachel’s voice was firm. “The partnership track isn’t a given. It’s earned through years of demonstrating judgment, discretion, excellence, and commitment. Walking away from a high-profile case mid-stream, for reasons you won’t explain—there will be people who remember that.”

“I understand.”

“And you’re doing it anyway?”

“Yes.”

Rachel held her gaze for another beat, then nodded slowly. “Alright then. I’ll file the paperwork today. I was the lead on the case anyway, so the transition will be seamless for Valerie.” She scrawled something on her notepad. “I’ll need to tell her. I doubt she’ll take it well.”

“I know. I’d like to be there when you do. I owe her that much.”

“Do you?” Rachel’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Or do you just want to control how the message is delivered?”

Miller almost smiled. Rachel truly saw everything. “Maybe both.”

“Fine. I’ll call her at eleven o’clock. We’ll tell her together.” Rachel reached for her reading glasses, then stopped. “Miller.”

“Yes?”

“I don’t know what happened. I’m not asking. But whatever it is, be careful. You’ve worked too hard to throw it away for something that won’t last.”

The words landed harder than Miller expected. Something that won’t last. Rachel didn’t know what she was talking about, she couldn’t know, but the assumption stung anyway.

“Thank you for understanding,” Miller said.

“I didn’t say I understood. I said I’d accept your recusal. Those aren’t the same thing.” Rachel put the glasses on and wiggled them slightly to secure them. She turned back to her computer, a clear dismissal.

Miller stood and walked to the door. She paused, wanting to say something else, to explain and justify to make Rachel see that this wasn’t carelessness or weakness but the opposite, the hardest kind of discipline. But there were no words that would help, so she just said, “eleven o’clock,” and left.

The two hours before eleven were the longest of Miller’s career. She sat at her desk and pretended to review discovery documents for another case, but the words blurred together. She kept thinking about Rachel’s face, how the unasked questions and warning still lingered. She kept thinking about what she’d say when Valerie demanded answers she couldn’t give. She kept thinking about the partnership track she might have just derailed, possibly forever, and whether the choice she’d made this morning would look as clear in six months as it did right now.

The conference room felt different with Valerie in it.

Miller had been in this room hundreds of times—client meetings, depositions, strategy sessions—but something about Valerie's presence changed the air. She sat at the far end of the table as though she claimed it, her posture perfect, her smile warm and expectant. She was wearing a silk blouse and tasteful jewelry, her hair swept back in soft waves.

Miller took a seat along the side, and Rachel settled at the head of the table, nearest to the door, the position of quiet authority.

“Thank you for coming in on such short notice,” Rachel began. “There’s been a development in your case that we need to discuss.”

Valerie’s smile flickered, just slightly. “What kind of development?”

“Miller is recusing herself from your representation team, effective immediately. I’ll be handling the case solo going forward.”

The silence that followed was tangible enough to cut.

Valerie’s gaze moved slowly from Rachel to Miller. The warmth in her expression didn’t disappear so much as freeze in place, becoming something that was a smile but wasn’t.

“I see.” Her voice was perfectly controlled. “May I ask why?”

“There’s a conflict of interest,” Rachel said. “It’s a professional matter, and Miller is handling it appropriately by stepping back now.”

“What kind of conflict?”

“That’s confidential.”

Valerie’s eyes hadn’t left Miller’s face. “I’m asking Miller.”

Miller met her gaze steadily. “I can’t discuss the specifics, but I want to assure you that you’re in excellent hands with Rachel. She's been the lead on your case from the beginning, and nothing about the legal strategy will change.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Valerie's voice was still pleasant and measured, but something had hardened underneath it. “I asked what kind of conflict would make you abandon a client mid-case. Because from where I'm sitting, there's really only one possibility.

She let the implication hang in the air.

“Valerie,” Rachel said, a warning note in her tone.

“This is about Astoria, isn’t it?” Valerie leaned forward slightly, her eyes locked on Miller. “That's the only thing that makes sense. You've been different ever since the preliminary hearing. I noticed it then. The way you looked at her, the way you defended her when I told you about her calling me names. I thought I was imagining it, but I wasn't, was I?"

Miller’s chest tightened, but she kept her expression neutral. “I’m not going to discuss the reasons for my recusal.”

“You don't have to. It's written all over your face.” Valerie sat back, and something shifted in her demeanor. The warmth dropped away entirely, replaced by something colder and more calculating. “I trusted you. I sat in this room and told you things I've never told anyone. I thought you were on my side.”

“I was on your side. I did my job⁠—”

“Your job was to protect me from her.” Valerie's voice rose slightly, then caught itself, smoothing back into control. “She's manipulative, Miller. She's been manipulating everyone for years—the board, the media, and now apparently you. Whatever she said to you, whatever she did, it's what she does. She finds weaknesses and exploits them.”

Miller felt the accusation land wrong and forced herself not to react. “I’m handling this appropriately,” Miller said quietly. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“Appropriately.” Valerie laughed, a brittle sound. “You're leaving me exposed in the middle of the most important legal battle of my life because you got too close to my ex-wife, and you're calling it appropriate?”

“That’s enough,” Rachel cut in, her voice firm. “Miller is exercising her professional judgment, which is exactly what any ethical attorney would do when facing a conflict of interest. You're in excellent hands, Valerie. The case will not suffer.”

Valerie’s jaw tightened. For a moment, Miller saw something flash across her face—not hurt, not betrayal, but fury. The look of someone who had lost control of a situation she thought she'd managed perfectly.

“Fine.” Valerie stood, picking up her bag with sharp, precise movements. “I suppose I don't have a choice in the matter.”

“It’s standard procedure,” Rachel said. “I’ll call you this week to review the timeline for the next phase.”

Valerie didn't acknowledge her. She paused at the door and looked back at Miller, her expression unreadable. “I hope you know what you’re doing. Because Astoria will destroy you the same way she tried to destroy me. It’s just a matter of time.”

She left without waiting for a response. The door clicked shut behind her, and the room felt suddenly lighter, as if a pressure had been released.

Rachel exhaled slowly. “Well, that went about as expected.”

Miller’s hands were shaking, and she tucked them under her legs and waited for them to stop.

“She’s going to be a problem,” Rachel said.

“Yeah, I know.”

“She thinks you've been compromised. She'll be watching for proof.” Rachel scooped up her notes and stood. "Whatever this is, Miller—whatever happened or didn't happen—you need to be careful. If she finds something she can use, she will.”

Miller nodded. She hadn't expected Valerie to land on Astoria so quickly, but now that she had, Miller knew she wouldn't let it go. “I understand.”

Rachel stopped at the door and turned back. “I meant what I said earlier. You’re one of the best associates I’ve worked with. Don’t throw that away.”

She left Miller alone in the conference room, sitting in the silence with Valerie’s accusations ringing in her ears. “She’ll destroy you the same way she tried to destroy me.”

Miller closed her eyes. She thought about Astoria in the library, not the kiss but before it. The exhaustion in her voice when she’d talked about Valerie’s latest motion, the way her shoulders had dropped when she thought no one was watching, the cracks in the ice queen armor that no one else seemed to see.

Valerie’s version of events had cast Astoria as the cold, calculating villain. But Miller had seen something different. She’d seen someone drowning in a battle she hadn’t started, fighting to keep her head above water while her ex-wife weaponized the legal system against her.

But maybe Miller was wrong. Maybe Valerie was right and Astoria had played her perfectly, finding her weaknesses and exploiting them.

She didn’t think so, though.

Miller opened her eyes and stood. The day was already half over. She had other cases to work on, other clients who needed her attention, and a career to salvage from the wreckage of this morning’s choice.

But underneath all of it, she was waiting. For what, she couldn’t quite say.

Miller’s apartment was quiet when she got home. She dropped her bag by the door and stood in the entryway for a moment, letting the silence settle around her. The place was small—a one-bedroom in a modest complex in the Heights, nothing like the life she imagined Astoria living—but it was hers. She'd made it comfortable over the years: soft throw blankets on the couch, photos of her moms on the bookshelf, and a kitchen that smelled faintly of the coffee she'd forgotten to finish that morning.

She changed out of her work clothes and into running gear, thinking she'd go for a jog to clear her head. But she made it as far as lacing up her shoes before she stopped, one hand on the doorknob, unable to make herself leave.

What was she waiting for?

Miller unlaced her shoes and left them by the door. She made herself a sandwich she didn't taste and ate it standing at the kitchen counter, watching the evening light shift across the walls. She thought about calling her moms, but she didn't know what she'd say. I recused myself from a case today because I kissed the opposing party in a law library and I can't stop thinking about her. Nadia would understand. Harper would ask hard questions Miller wasn't ready to answer.

The day replayed in fragments: Rachel's professional neutrality, Valerie's frozen smile cracking into fury.

Miller washed her plate and dried it and put it away. She wiped down the counter even though it was already clean. She was stalling, and she knew it, but the alternative was sitting still with her thoughts, and that felt worse.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. Miller’s stomach dropped, and she stared at the screen without picking it up.

Unknown number, local area code.

It buzzed again. She picked it up before she could talk herself out of it. “Hello?”

There was a pause, then a voice she would’ve recognized anywhere spoke. “Miller, it’s Astoria.”

Miller’s breath caught. Of all the things she’d imagined when she saw the unknown number—a client, a colleague, spam—this hadn’t been one of them.

“Hi,” she said, and the word came out softer than she intended.

“I heard you recused yourself from Valerie's case.” Astoria's voice was measured, the way it always was when she was being careful. “Gerald told me this afternoon.”

“Word travels fast.”

“In legal circles, yes.” She paused. “He didn’t know why. He just said there was a conflict of interest and that Rachel would be handling things solo.”

Miller leaned against the counter, pressing her free hand flat against the cool surface. “That's right.”

“What kind of conflict?”

The question hung between them. Miller could deflect. She could give Astoria the same non-answer she'd given Rachel, the same evasive nothingness she'd offered Valerie. It would be the smart thing to do.

But she was so tired of being smart.

“You,” Miller said. “The conflict is you.”

Miller’s chest felt heavy as she listened to the silence stretched taut between them.

“You gave up the case,” Astoria said slowly. “For me.”

For my own integrity, but yes, also for you.”

“Miller.” Astoria's voice cracked slightly on her name. “I don't… I haven't stopped thinking about it either. About you. I thought I was going crazy.”

“You’re not crazy.”

“I keep remembering the way you—” Astoria stopped herself. When she spoke again, her voice was steadier, but just barely. “Can we talk? In person, I mean.”

Miller’s pulse jumped. “Yes.”

“Tomorrow. There’s a hotel bar downtown, The Meridian. Do you know it?”

“I can find it.”

“Seven o’clock?”

“I’ll be there.”

There was another pause, longer this time. Miller could hear Astoria breathing on the other end of the line, and something about that intimacy—just the sound of her breath—made Miller's skin prickle with awareness.

“I should let you go,” Astoria said.

“Okay.”

Neither of them hung up.

“Miller,” Astoria said, her voice quieter. “Thank you for telling me the truth.”

“I’m tired of not telling it.”

She let out a soft exhale that could’ve been a laugh. “Yeah. Me too.”

“Goodnight, Astoria.”

“Goodnight.”

The line went dead. Miller stood in her kitchen, phone pressed against her chest, and let herself feel the full weight of what had just happened. Tomorrow night, they’d meet at 7 p.m. at The Meridian, sit across from each other, and decide what happened next.

The smart thing—the safe thing—would be to walk away. To take the recusal as a clean break, to rebuild her professional reputation, to pretend the kiss in the library was a one-time lapse in judgment that would never happen again.

But Miller already knew she wasn’t going to do that.

She’d spent her entire life not really knowing what she wanted. She’d played it safe—in her lukewarm relationships with men, in her respectable career, in her life that looked right from the outside but felt hollow on the inside.

Astoria made her feel something real. Terrifying and reckless and probably stupid, but real. And there was no way she was going to give that up.
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Chapter 14: Astoria

The Meridian was the kind of hotel that understood discretion and upscale enough that the staff were trained to forget faces, and Astoria had chosen it for exactly that reason.

The bar occupied a corner of the lobby, all amber lighting and leather chairs and the quiet clink of expensive glasses. The sort of place where people came to have conversations they didn't want overheard.

She arrived twenty minutes early and took a table in the back corner, angled so she could see the entrance. The bartender brought her a gin and tonic without being asked—she must have looked like she needed one—and she wrapped her fingers around the glass without lifting it. The ice shifted and settled. She didn't drink it, though.

“The conflict is you.”

Miller’s voice had been so steady on the phone. Astoria had replayed those four words a hundred times since last night, turning them over like stones in her palm, looking for the catch. There had to be a catch. People didn't sacrifice their careers for someone they'd kissed once in a library three weeks ago.

Except Miller had. She'd walked into her boss's office and recused herself from a high-profile case, torpedoed her career, and when Astoria asked why, she'd said you like it was the simplest thing in the world.

Astoria checked her watch. 6:54 p.m. Six minutes until Miller walked through that door and they had to decide what happened next.

She knew what she wanted to happen. That was the problem. She'd known since the library, since Miller's hands were tangled in her hair and the desperate sound she'd made against Astoria's mouth. She'd known and she'd spent three weeks trying to unknow it by burying herself in work and depositions, but sleepless nights were when her mind wandered back to the taste of Miller's lips no matter how hard she tried to redirect it.

Three weeks of pretending the kiss was a mistake and maintaining the fiction that they could go back to before, but they couldn’t go back. Astoria had known that the moment Miller pulled away in the library, teary-eyed. Some lines, once crossed, stayed crossed.

The question was whether they were going to cross any more of them.

It was 6:58 p.m. Astoria smoothed the front of her silk blouse—navy, simple, nothing that tried too hard—and resisted the urge to check her reflection in the dark window. She was forty-six years old. She'd built a company from nothing, stared down hostile boards and predatory investors, and survived fifteen years married to a woman who'd made an art form of making her feel small. She didn't get nervous.

Yet she was nervous.

The lobby doors opened at exactly 7 p.m., and Miller walked in. Astoria’s breath did something complicated in her chest. Miller was wearing a simple wrap dress in deep green, her hair down around her shoulders instead of pulled back, and she moved through the lobby with the kind of quiet confidence that made people look twice without quite knowing why. Her eyes scanned the room, found Astoria in the corner, and held.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Miller crossed the bar, weaving between tables, and slid into the chair across from Astoria. Up close, she looked as unsettled as Astoria felt. There was a slight tension around her eyes and her hands weren’t quite steady as she set down her purse.

“Hi,” Miller said.

“Hi.”

The greeting sat between them, inadequate yet enormous. A server appeared, and Miller ordered a glass of chenin blanc, a light and zesty white wine. When they were alone again, the air seemed to wait expectantly.

“You came,” Astoria said, then immediately felt stupid. Of course she came. She was sitting right there.

“I almost didn’t.” Miller’s honesty was disarming. “I sat in the parking garage for ten minutes trying to talk myself out of it.”

“What changed your mind?”

“I couldn’t come up with a single good reason to leave.” Miller’s mouth curved upward. “I had plenty of reasons, though, but none of them were good enough.”

The server returned with Miller’s wine. She wrapped her fingers around the stem but didn’t lift the glass.

“I need to understand something,” Astoria said. “What you did with recusing yourself, that wasn't a small thing. Someone like Rachel Hartwell is going to remember, and Valerie is going to weaponize it. You might have damaged your entire career.”

“I know.”

“Then…why?”

Miller was quiet for a moment. Her thumb traced the base of her wine glass, back and forth, a nervous gesture that Astoria had filed away.

She looked up, and her gaze was unwavering despite the slight tremor in her voice. “I couldn't be her lawyer and want you this much. It's not ethical. It wasn't fair to her or to you or to myself.”

The words “want you this much” rooted somewhere beneath Astoria’s ribs and stayed there, warm and terrifying.

“And so, you chose this,” Astoria said. “Whatever this is.”

“I chose to be honest with myself. The rest”—Miller gestured vaguely between them—”I don’t know what this is either. I just know I couldn’t keep pretending it wasn’t there.”

Astoria lifted her gin and tonic, took a sip she didn’t really taste, and set it down. She was buying time, trying to find her footing in a conversation that felt like standing on shifting sand.

“You know…this is still complicated,” she said. “Even without the ethical issue. If anyone found out…”

“Valerie would say she was right all along, that you seduced me or I was compromised from the start or whatever version of events makes her the victim.”

“Yes.”

“And it could affect your case and give her ammunition.”

“Yes.”

“And we could both end up humiliated in ways that follow us for years.”

Astoria almost smiled.”You’re really good at listing problems.”

“Professional habit.” Miller's answering almost-smile faded. “I've thought about all of it. I thought about it all night and all day and I'm still here, so apparently the thinking isn't helping.”

“What would help?”

The question hung between them. Miller’s eyes dropped to Astoria’s mouth, a flicker that was so quick it might have been imagined, then she backed up.

“You could tell me to leave,” Miller said quietly. “Tell me this was a mistake, that we should chalk the library up to temporary insanity and go back to being strangers. I'd go if that's what you wanted.”

“Is that what you want?”

“No.” The word came out rough. “But it’s probably what I should want.”

Astoria leaned back in her chair, studying Miller across the low table. The amber lighting caught the golden threads in her hair and softened the tension around her jaw. She looked beautiful and scared and determined, and Astoria wanted to touch her so badly her hand ached with it.

“I should want that too,” Astoria whispered. “I should be thinking about the case, about the scandal if this gets out, about all the ways this could blow up in both of our faces. And I am thinking about those things. I’ve been thinking about nothing else for three weeks.”

“And?”

“And I’m still here too.”

Something shifted in Miller’s expression. “So, where does that leave us?”

Astoria considered the question. The honest answer was that she didn’t know. She’d never been in this position before, had never wanted someone like this in longer than she could remember, maybe ever. The safe answer was to suggest they take their time, think it through, and make a rational decision like the intelligent adults they supposedly were.

She was tired of playing it safe. Her entire life, she’d played it safe and denied herself of anything that felt too much like wanting. Valerie’s familiar voice played in her head, telling her she was incapable of real desire and utterly passionless.

She didn’t feel devoid of passion right now. She felt like she was burning from the inside out.

“I think,” Astoria said slowly, “that we’ve already decided. We’re just not saying it out loud yet.”

Miller’s breath caught, a small sound that was barely audible over the ambient noise of the bar. “What have we decided?”

“That we’re not walking away and we’re going to do this, whatever this is, even though we know all the reasons we shouldn’t.” Astoria maintained eye contact. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

Miller didn’t say anything. Instead, she reached across the table and laid her hand over Astoria’s. Her palm was warm, but her fingers were slightly cool from the wine glass. The touch sent a current up Astoria’s arm and into her chest.

“You’re not wrong,” Miller said softly.

They sat like that for a moment, their hands intertwined on the table between their untouched drinks, the weight of the decision settling around them like a held breath. Astoria could feel her pulse in her throat and the slight tremor in Miller’s fingers that said she wasn’t nearly as calm as she looked.

“So,” Miller said. “Now what…?”

Astoria turned her hand over, lacing their fingers together. Miller’s breath hitched again, and Astoria filed that away, too, to revisit later when she had time to think about what any of this meant.

Right now, she didn’t want to think. She wanted to act.

“I have a suggestion,” Astoria said. “But you should know what you’re agreeing to before I make it.”

“I know what I’m agreeing to.”

“Do you?”

Miller’s grip tightened on her hand. “I’m agreeing to something that could ruin both of us and will definitely complicate everything. Something that every rational part of my brain is screaming at me to walk away from.” Her voice dropped. “And I’m agreeing anyway because the thought of walking out that door and going back to pretending I don’t want you is worse than any of the rest of it.”

Astoria felt the words land, felt them crack something open in her chest that she’d spent years keeping sealed shut. Miller was looking at her like she was someone worth risking everything for. No one had ever looked at her like that. Not even close.

“Okay,” Astoria said. “Then let’s get out of here.”

She signaled for the check, and the server brought it, then walked away without looking at her. In any other bar, this would cost them the tip, but in a place like The Meridian where staff was paid for their discretion, it earned them extra.

Astoria laid her card down without looking at the total. The server returned a moment later and Astoria signed the slip of paper, and just like that, they were out of reasons to stay at the table.

Miller watched her tuck the card back into her wallet. “So, what’s next?”

“Now we decide if we’re really doing this.”

“I thought we already decided that.”

“We decided we weren’t walking away.” Astoria met her eyes. “This is the part where we walk somewhere else.”

Miller held her gaze for a long moment, then she picked up her purse and stood. They crossed the lobby together toward the front desk, close enough that Astoria could smell Miller's perfume—something light and floral, nothing like the sharp, expensive scents Valerie had favored. The lobby was quiet at this hour, just a few business travelers checking in, no one who would remember two women requesting a room.

Astoria handled the transaction efficiently: credit card, ID, signature. Her legal name was on the reservation, but it was her risk to take if anyone ever looked hard enough. The desk clerk handed over two key cards with a professional smile and directions to the elevators.

They didn’t speak as they walked. The three feet between them felt charged, a live electric wire neither of them was willing to grab just yet. The elevator doors opened to reveal an empty car. They stepped inside, and Astoria pressed the button for the seventh floor. The doors slid closed.

They stood on opposite sides of the small space watching each other. Miller’s chest rose and fell a little too quickly. Astoria’s hands wanted to fidget to stay occupied, so she clasped them behind her, threading her fingers together tightly.

Fourth floor. Fifth. Then sixth.

“Astoria.” Miller’s voice was barely above a whisper.

She looked over at her, but the elevator doors opened. They stepped out into a quiet hallway with muted carpet and soft lighting. Numbered doors stretched in both directions. Astoria checked the key card sleep. Room 714, to the left.

They walked in silence, the anticipation a physical thing now, pressing against Astoria’s chest and making it hard to breathe deeply. She was aware of Miller beside her and the warmth radiating from her body.

Astoria stopped in front of their room and turned to face Miller. “Last chance. Once we walk through this door…”

“I know.”

“And you’re sure?”

Miller stepped closer. Not touching, not yet, but close enough that Astoria could see the slight dilation of her pupils and the pulse jumping at the base of her throat. “I’ve never been less sure of anything in my life,” Miller admitted. “And I’ve never wanted anything more. Both of these things are true.”

Astoria knew exactly what she meant. She turned and slid the key card into the lock, and the light flashed green. She pushed the door open and stepped aside, letting Miller enter first.

The room was standard for a luxury hotel: king bed, tasteful art, curtains open to the city lights below. It was anonymous and temporary, theirs for now.

Miller walked to the center of the room and turned to face her. Astoria stepped inside and let the door fall closed behind her. The click of the latch was the loudest sound in the world. They stood there, a few feet apart, the weight of everything they were about to do hanging in the air between them.

Then Miller smiled, small and nervous, and said, “Hi again.”

Astoria laughed, surprising herself. “Hi.”

The tension broke, just a little, just enough. She crossed the room to where Miller stood, and this time, she didn’t stop. She reached up and touched Miller’s face, just her fingertips against her cheek, light enough that Miller could still pull away if she wanted to, but she didn’t. Miller’s eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned into the touch like she’d been waiting for it, like she’d been holding her breath for weeks and could finally exhale.

“Hey,” Astoria said softly.

Miller opened her eyes. “What?”

“You’re shaking.”

“I know.” Miller let out a small, unsteady laugh. “I’m nervous. I haven’t—” She stopped, then swallowed. “I’ve never done this before.”

Astoria’s hand stilled on her cheek. “Done what?”

“This. Any of this.” Miller’s gaze dropped, then lifted again, something vulnerable and determined in her expression. “I’ve never been with a woman.”

The admission landed between them. Astoria felt the weight of what Miller was telling her—not just inexperience, but trust. Miller was handing her something fragile and hoping she wouldn't break it.

“We don’t have to—” Astoria started.

“I want to.” Miller’s voice was quiet but certain. “I want this. I want you. I just… I just thought you should know.”

Astoria studied her face, looking for doubt or hesitation or any sign that Miller was here out of curiosity rather than genuine desire. She found none, just nerves and want and the same burning that Astoria had been carrying for weeks.

“Okay,” Astoria said. “Then we go slow, and you tell me if anything doesn’t feel right.”

Miller nodded. “Okay.”

“I mean it. If you want to stop⁠—”

“Astoria.” Miller reached up and pressed her index finger against her lips briefly. “I don’t want to stop. I just don’t entirely know what I’m doing.”

Something in Astoria’s chest stirred, and she let herself feel it just a little more. “That’s okay. We’ll figure it out together.”

Astoria leaned in to kiss her.

It was different from the library. That kiss had been desperate, weeks of tension snapping all at once, both of them grabbing at each other like they were afraid the other would disappear. This was slower, more intentional. Astoria kissed her like they had time, just the two of them in this anonymous room with the city lights glittering below.

Miller’s hands came up to rest on Astoria’s hips, tentatively at first then more sure. She kissed back with a soft sound that made Astoria’s stomach flip, and when Astoria deepened the kiss, Miller matched her, learning the rhythm of it and finding her footing.

They broke apart, both breathing harder.

“Still okay?” Astoria whispered.

“Very okay.” Miller’s voice was rough. “Can we do that again?”

Astoria laughed, a real laugh with a warmth that surprised her, and pulled Miller back in toward her. The second kiss built faster. Miller’s hands slid from Astoria’s hips to her back, pulling her closer, and Astoria let herself be pulled. She could feel the heat of Miller’s body through their clothes and could feel her own pulse pounding in her throat, her wrists, between her legs. The want that had been simmering rose, threatening to boil over.

She walked Miller backward, slow steps, until Miller’s legs hit the edge of the bed. They stopped, their foreheads touching and breath mingling.

“Still okay?” Astoria asked.

“Stop asking me that.” Miller’s hands were tangled in her hair now. “I’ll tell you if I’m not.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Astoria kissed her again, and this time, she didn’t hold back. Her hands tangled in Miller’s hair, tugging gently on the strands at the base of her neck. Her hand dropped to Miller’s waist and played with the dress’s tie.

Miller’s hands traced down Astoria’s side, and her fingers twisted around the hem of Astoria’s silk blouse. She lifted it slightly, as if she was unsure she was allowed to take it off.

Through the kiss, Astoria nodded and made a sound she hoped communicated her willingness. Miller picked up on it and lifted the shirt slowly, gingerly, and Astoria pulled back to help her. She let her shirt fall to the floor next to them, and the sudden coolness of the room prickled her skin. Miller reached down and fumbled as she undid Astoria’s fabric belt. She looked up and smiled, almost shyly, and something inside Astoria loosened. She bunched Miller’s dress in her hands and lifted it over her head, letting it join her blouse on the floor.

Astoria’s eyes roved over Miller’s body. Her skin was creamy smooth with no blemishes, and she was wearing a matching black lace bra and panty set that made heat pool in Astoria’s core. She slid her own pants down over her hips and stepped out of them before she lightly pressed Miller down to the bed with her.

Miller lay on her back, and Astoria leaned in, her lips brushing Miller’s in a slow, lingering kiss. Their mouths moved together, touching lightly at first and exploring each other. Miller rested her hand on Astoria’s shoulders.

Astoria’s mouth trailed to Miller’s jawline, planting soft, sweet kisses along the curve. She let her teeth graze the sensitive skin just below Miller’s ear and nipped gently. Miller gasped, her fingers tightening on Astoria’s arm.

Astoria roamed slowly, starting at Miller’s waist. She traced the edge of Miller’s panties with her fingertips, then slid her palms up and over the soft fabric of her bra, cupping her breasts. Miller arched slightly, her nipples hardening under the touch. Astoria squeezed gently, her thumbs circling the peaks through the lacy material, drawing out a soft moan from Miller.

“You like that?” Astoria asked, her voice low, as she locked onto Miller’s.

“Yes,” Miller breathed, her voice barely audible.

Miller reached her, her hand hesitantly cupping Astoria’s breast through her bra before she squeezed like Astoria had. Astoria hummed in approval and pressed her thigh between Miller’s legs. The friction of their panties rubbing together made Astoria’s core ache, a damp warmth building between her thighs.

Astoria leaned down and kissed again, deeper this time, and Astoria let her tongue slide into Miller’s mouth with deliberate slowness. Her hand slipped lower, her fingers hooking into the waistband of Miller’s panties. She paused and looked up at her.

“Can I take them off?”

Miller visibly swallowed and nodded. “Please.”

Astoria smiled, easing the lace down Miller’s hips and tossing it aside. She settled between Miller’s legs, her own body warmer against Miller’s cooler skin. Starting at her inner thigh, Astoria kissed her way up, light bites punctuating the path, tiny nips on the soft flesh that made Miller squirm. When she reached Miller’s pussy, already slick with arousal, Astoria didn’t rush. She parted Miller’s folds with two fingers, stroking the outer lips slowly, feeling the wetness coat her skin.

“You’re so wet already,” Astoria purred against Miller’s inner thigh. She circled Miller’s clit with her thumb, applying just enough pressure on the swollen nub to make Miller’s hips buck against her. Miller moaned, her hands fisting the sheets. Astoria leaned in, her tongue flicking out to taste her, a long, flat lick from entrance to clit, and Miller cried out.

Astoria took her time, licking in slow, steady strokes, her mouth covering Miller’s pussy as she sucked gently on the clit. Her fingers joined in, one sliding along the entrance, teasing without pushing inside. Miller’s breaths came in short gasps, and her body trembled from the pleasure building layer by layer.

“Oh, god, that feels…”

“Tell me if you want more,” Astoria encouraged, her free hand stroking Miller’s thigh. She slipped a finger inside, curling it upward to stroke Miller’s walls, as she continued to lap at her clit. Astoria added a second finger, pumping slowly, her mouth never easing up. Miller clenched around her fingers, and Astoria pumped faster. Miller’s groans deepened into a low, guttural sound, and Astoria could feel Miller’s core tightening even more as she chased the orgasm. Astoria thrust her fingers deeper and pressed her tongue firmer against Miller’s clit, and when Miller’s entire body tensed, her pussy pulsing around Astoria’s fingers, Astoria rode it out and kept licking softly until Miller’s body went limp.

“Mmmm, you’re beautiful,” Astoria said, crawling up to kiss her and let her taste herself on Astoria's lips.

Miller took a moment to catch her breath. “That was amazing. Can I…try that with you?”

Astoria’s eyes lit up. “I’d love that. Lie back on the pillow. I’ll guide you.”

She peeled off her own panties, revealing her freshly shaven pussy, and straddled Miller’s chest, positioning herself so Miller could reach. “Start by touching me with your hands, like I did for you, and feel how wet I am.”

Miller’s fingers reached up and traced her folds, running over them slowly. She parted them, finding Astoria’s slick heat, and Astoria moaned.

“Yeah, just like that. Circle my clit with your thumb, gently at first.”

Miller followed, her thumb rubbing against the swollen nub in slow, tight circles. “Good girl, now, slide a finger inside and feel as I squeeze against you.”

Miller pushed her middle finger into Astoria’s entrance, and Astoria squeezed around it. Miller gasped, and her eyes went wide. She pumped experimentally at first, then faster as she found her rhythm, earning a gasp from Astoria.

“Add a second one,” Astoria panted. “Your ring finger. Then curl them up.”

Miller followed directions, and Astoria could feel when Miller stretched her out with a second finger.

“Curl them up. Right there, just like that.” Astoria’s eyes rolled as Miller found her g-spot and massaged it. “Oh fuck, yes. Don’t stop.”

Miller obeyed, continuing thrusting at the same pace as Astoria’s pleasure built.

“Do you want to taste me?” Astoria asked, looking down at Miller.

Miller pupils widened. “Yes.”

“Good.” Astoria shifted forward so her core hovered near Miller’s mouth. “Lick slow, from bottom to top, and make your tongue flat.”

Miller hesitated only for a second before leaning in, her tongue dragging along Astoria’s slit. The smooth, wet sensation almost made her come completely undone, but Astoria held back, wanting to drag out the moment longer.

“Mmmm, perfect,” Astoria sighed as Miller’s tongue grazed over her clit.

Miller’s mouth latched onto her clit, then, sucking lightly as her fingers kept plunging in and out. Astoria’s moans filled the room as she circled her hips.

“I’m close, keep going, just like that. Don’t stop your fingers.”

Miller kept going, never once easing up or breaking her rhythm, her tongue flicking over her clit lightly then harder.

Astoria grabbed the headboard as her body tensed and waves of pleasure rippled through her body. “Oh my god, yes!”

Astoria rode the aftershocks briefly, then collapsed beside her, pulling Miller into a deep kiss.

“That was perfection,” Astoria said. “If I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t have known that was your first time with a woman.”

Miller’s cheeks flushed from the praise as she pulled the comforter around them. “That was incredible. I’ve never… I mean…” She looked up at the ceiling for a couple seconds. “Yeah, incredible.”

Astoria smiled despite herself and snuggled closer to Miller, smelling her hair and feeling the sheen of sweat lingering on her neck.

Astoria didn’t know how long they lay there.

The city lights filtered through the curtains, casting soft patterns across the ceiling. Miller was tucked against her side, her head on Astoria's shoulder, one hand resting on her stomach. Their legs were tangled together under the sheets, skin against skin, and Astoria couldn't remember the last time she'd felt this...quiet. Not tired, not numb, just quiet in a way that felt like peace.

She traced idle patterns on Miller’s arm without thinking about it. Circles, spirals, nothing in particular. Miller made a soft sound and pressed closer.

“You okay?” Astoria asked.

“Mmm.” Miller's voice was drowsy and satisfied. “More than okay.”

“Yeah?”

Miller lifted her head, propping her chin on Astoria's shoulder to look at her. Her hair was a mess, her lips slightly swollen, and she was smiling in a way that made something turn over in Astoria's chest.

“Yeah,” Miller said. “That was… I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

Astoria tucked a strand of hair behind Miller's ear, letting her fingers linger. “Like what?”

“Like everything made sense.” Miller's smile turned a little shy. “I spent so many years thinking something was wrong with me. That I just wasn't built for passion, or that I was too in my head, or…” She shook her head. “Turns out I was just looking in the wrong direction.”

Astoria understood that more than Miller knew. She pressed a kiss to Miller’s forehead, then another on her temple. Miller’s eyes fluttered closed.

“Stay there,” Astoria murmured, and she wasn’t sure if she meant physically or just…stay in this moment. Stay soft and open and looking at her like that.

They settled back into silence. Astoria’s fingers found their way to Miller’s hair, combing through it gently and working out the tangles they’d created earlier. Miller practically melted into her.

“That feels nice,” Miller whispered.

“Good.”

More silence with soft touches—Astoria’s hand in her hair, Miller's fingers tracing her collarbone. Astoria pressed a kiss to her shoulder, then another, a trail of them along the curve of muscle. She could feel Miller's smile against her skin.

This was new for her. She’d had sex before, plenty of it, though never like this, the after. The wanting to stay, to touch, to exist in the same space without needing to fill it with words or performance. With Valerie, the after had always felt like coming down from something, a return to the usual distance they maintained. Astoria had assumed that was just how it worked.

It wasn’t, though. She knew that now.

She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was past eleven. She should go.

“What are you thinking?” Miller asked.

“That I should leave.” Astoria’s hand stilled in her hair. “And that I really don’t want to.”

Miller was quiet for a moment. “Then don’t.”

“I can’t stay the night. If someone saw us leaving together in the morning…”

“I know.” Miller propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at Astoria. “I know the risks. I’m not asking you to be reckless.”

“I want to be reckless.” The admission slipped out before Astoria could stop it. “That’s the problem. I want to stay here with you and order room service and fall asleep and not think about what happens tomorrow. I want to be the kind of person who can do that.”

Miller’s expression softened. She leaned down and kissed her, slow and sweet and unhurried. “You’re already that person. You’re just also the person who’s careful. Both things can be true.”

Astoria laughed quietly. “When did you get so wise?”

“Somewhere between the elevator and the bed, apparently.”

They kissed again, longer this time, and Astoria let herself sink into it, let herself have this one last moment before reality reasserted itself.

When they finally broke apart, she made herself sit up. The sheets pooled at her waist, and she felt Miller’s eyes on her, warm and appreciative. She didn’t reach for her clothes.

“The room is paid through tomorrow,” Astoria said. “You should stay. Get some sleep, order room service in the morning—they do an excellent breakfast. Put whatever you want on the room. I left my card at the desk.”

Miller raised an eyebrow. “You’re putting me up in a hotel?”

“I’m making sure you don’t have to drive home tonight if you don’t want to.” Astoria found Miller’s hand and laced their fingers together. “And maybe I like the idea of you being comfortable in a bed I was just in with you.”

Miller’s cheeks flushed. “That’s…surprisingly romantic.”

“Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to maintain.”

Miller laughed, and the sound filled something in Astoria that had been empty for longer than she wanted to admit.

She got dressed slowly, aware of Miller watching her from the bed. It felt intimate in a different way than undressing had—the return to the outside world, layer by layer. Blouse, skirt, heels. When she was done, she sat on the edge of the bed.

Miller reached up and straightened her collar, a small domestic gesture that made Astoria's throat tight.

“When will I see you again?” Miller asked.

“Soon.” The word wasn’t enough, but it was all Astoria had. “I don’t know how this works yet. We’ll have to be careful.”

“I know.”

“But I do want to see you again. I want—” Astoria stopped, not sure how to finish the sentence. She wanted so many things she couldn’t name yet.

“I know,” Miller said again, softer this time. “Me too.”

Astoria leaned down and kissed her one more time, a proper kiss, the kind that said goodbye but also promised hello.

“Get some sleep,” she said. “I’ll call you.”

“You’d better.”

Astoria smiled, and it felt unfamiliar on her face. Real in a way her smiles hadn’t been for years. She made herself walk to the door. Made herself open it, step into the hallway, and let it close behind her. The click of the latch felt final, but not in a bad way, like the end of one thing and the beginning of something else.

The drive home was quiet. She didn’t turn on the radio or fill the silence with anything, just sat with the feeling of Miller's skin against hers, the sound of her laugh, and the way she'd looked in the lamplight with her hair spread across the pillow.

Her house was dark when she pulled into the driveway. She sat in the car for a moment, her hands still on the steering wheel, not quite ready to go inside and be alone with all of this. She felt different. Not transformed or fixed, just…different, like something that had been clenched tight for years had finally loosened.

She wanted to see Miller again. She wanted to touch her, talk to her, learn all the things she didn’t know yet. She wanted to find out what this thing between them could become if they let it.

That wanting felt new. It felt real.

And for the first time in longer than she could remember, Astoria let herself want without bracing for the cost.
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Chapter 15: Miller

The last tremors were still rolling through her when Astoria collapsed against her chest, breathing hard.

Miller kept her eyes closed, one hand tangled in Astoria's hair, the other pressed flat against the damp curve of her lower back. She could feel Astoria's heartbeat pounding against her own ribs and the small aftershocks still rippling through both of them, and she didn't want to move. She didn't want to break whatever spell had settled over this anonymous hotel room with its generic art and its sheets that probably had a higher thread count than she knew existed.

Third time. This was only the third time, and already Miller's body knew Astoria's like a map she'd been studying for years.

Astoria lifted her head, her hair falling across Miller's shoulder, and pressed a lazy kiss to her collarbone. Then another, slightly higher. Then the hollow of her throat.

"You're going to start something again," Miller murmured.

"Would that be a problem?"

“We’ve already started something twice tonight.”

Astoria’s laugh was a warm huff against her skin. “I’m aware.”

She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow so she could look down at Miller. Her makeup had smudged slightly, her hair was a disaster, and there was a flush still high on her cheeks. She looked nothing like the ice queen Miller had met across a conference table three months ago. She looked soft and satisfied.

Miller reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, letting her fingers trace down the line of Astoria’s jaw. Astoria’s eyes fluttered half-closed at the touch.

“What?” Astoria asked.

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“At what?”

At you, Miller thought. At the way you look when you’re not performing for anyone. At the way you sound when you come apart. At everything I didn’t know I was missing until only recently.

“At the ceiling,” she said instead. “Very interesting ceiling.”

Astoria glanced up at the unremarkable white expanse above them, then back down at Miller with a raised eyebrow. “Liar.”

“Terrible liar. It’s a professional liability.”

That earned her a real smile, the kind that crinkled the corners of Astoria’s eyes. Miller catalogued it automatically, adding it to the growing collection of expressions she'd learned to recognize: the polite smile Astoria wore like armor, the sharp smile that preceded a devastating argument, the private smile that Miller was beginning to suspect very few people had ever seen.

Astoria settled back down beside her, her head on Miller's shoulder, one leg hooked over Miller's thigh. The weight of her was grounding. Miller traced absent patterns on her arm and watched the city lights paint shifting shadows on the wall.

“What are you thinking?” Astoria asked after a while.

Miller considered deflecting again. It’d be easier to make a joke and keep things light, but she was tired of light. She’d spent thirty-six years keeping things light and look where that had gotten her.

“I’m thinking about how hard it is to leave,” she said quietly. “Every time, it gets harder.”

Astoria’s hand stilled on her stomach. “I know what you mean.”

“If this were just..." Miller trailed off, not sure how to finish the sentence. Just sex? Just physical? Just two people burning off tension in hotel rooms? It had never been just anything, not from the first moment their hands had touched over scattered papers in the courthouse elevator.

“Just what?” Astoria prompted.

“I don’t know, easier to categorize.” She laughed. “Hey, I’m a lawyer. I like things I can categorize.”

“And you can’t categorize this?”

“Can you?”

Astoria was quiet for a moment. Her fingers resumed their movement, tracing Miller's ribs, the dip of her waist. “No,” she admitted. “I can't.”

Somehow that was reassuring. They were both lost in the same uncharted territory.

Miller turned her head to press a kiss to Astoria’s hair. She smelled like expensive shampoo and sex and something underneath that was just her, something Miller had started to crave in the hours between these stolen meetings.

“I should get going,” Astoria said, but she didn’t move. “It’s almost eleven.”

“I know.”

Outside, a car passed on the street below, its headlights sweeping briefly across the window. The air conditioning hummed. Miller became aware of her own heartbeat, steady now, and Astoria’s breathing, slow and even against her shoulder.
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Thursday morning, Miller stared at the same paragraph of a custody motion for the third time and retained nothing.

The Stewart case was a straightforward dispute over summer visitation. She’d handled dozens, if not hundreds, like it and could practically draft the response in her sleep. But her mind kept sliding sideways, back to the weight of Astoria’s body against hers, the sound she’d made when Miller’s fingers had found exactly the right spot, the way she’d looked in the low light of yet another hotel room⁠—

Miller pressed her palms against her eyes and exhaled. This was becoming a problem.

Not the affair itself. She’d made her peace with that, or at least shoved her reservations into a box she didn't open during daylight hours. She'd recused herself properly. There was no ethical violation, no conflict of interest, nothing that would get her disbarred or disciplined. On paper, she was clean.

But paper wasn’t the problem.

The problem was that she'd excused herself from a high-profile case for reasons she couldn't explain, and Rachel had accepted her recusal with the kind of professional courtesy that made it clear there would be questions later. The problem was that Valerie Shepry-Dane had looked at her across the conference table and seen exactly what Miller had tried to hide. The problem was that legal communities were small, and Phoenix Ridge's was smaller, and if anyone found out that Miller Scott was spending her evenings in hotel rooms with the woman she’d been hired to fight against in divorce court⁠—

She didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t have to.

Her phone buzzed, a text from an unknown number that she recognized anyway because she’d memorized it without saving it to her contacts. Plausible deniability, Astoria had called it. As if anything about this was deniable anymore.

She read the text. “Saturday? Same time?”

It was only three words, but Miller’s body responded to them—a flush of heat, a tightening low in her stomach, the immediate mental calculation of how many hours until Saturday evening.

She typed back, “Yes.”

Then she sat there, phone in hand, and thought about what the room would cost. The hotel last night had been even nicer than the one before, which had been nicer than The Meridian where they’d started. Astoria cycled through them like she was selecting restaurants: never the same place twice, always somewhere with good security and staff trained to forget faces. Miller didn't know the exact price of a room at last night's hotel, but she could guess. Three hundred a night, maybe more. Half her weekly take-home for a few hours of privacy.

Astoria never mentioned the cost or hesitated when she handed over her card. It was nothing to her, a simple rounding error, and Miller didn’t resent that. Astoria had earned her money and built something real, but it sat strangely sometimes. The gap between their worlds was made visible in the thread count of sheets and the weight of hotel bathrobes.

“Miller.”

She looked up. Rachel stood in the doorway of her office, her reading glasses pushed up in her hair and a file folder in her hand.

“Got a minute?”

“Of course.” Miller set the phone face-down on the desk.

Rachel stepped in but didn’t sit, which meant it’d be brief. “Just a heads-up on the Shepry case. Settlement talks broke down last week when Valerie rejected the latest offer. She’s pushing for an accelerated trial date now and wants this resolved before the end of summer.”

Miller kept her expression neutral. “She rejected it? I thought she wanted a quick settlement.”

“Apparently the terms weren't favorable enough. She's convinced she'll do better in front of a judge.” Rachel shook her head slightly. “Between you and me, I'm not sure she's right. Astoria's documentation is...thorough.”

Miller’s chest tightened at the name, but she kept her voice even. “Astoria was always organized. I remember the discovery files.”

“Obsessively so. Every receipt, every email, every calendar entry going back fifteen years.” Rachel paused, something flickering across her face. “Valerie says it's evidence of controlling behavior. But honestly? It reads more like someone who knew she'd need to defend herself someday.”

The words landed somewhere uncomfortable. Miller thought about Astoria's meticulous planning, the way she rotated hotels, the burner-style texting. At the time, Miller had assumed it was paranoia or maybe just the habits of someone used to being watched. But what if it was something else? What if it was the learned behavior of someone who'd spent years being blamed for things she hadn't done?

“She’s cold,” Valerie had said in their first meeting. “Incapable of real emotion. She made me feel like I was crazy for wanting affection.”

Miller had believed her. She’d sat in that conference room and looked at Valerie’s practiced composure and had seen a woman who’d been frozen out of her own marriage.

But the woman Miller had been with last night wasn’t cold. The woman who’d laughed against her shoulder, who’d traced idle patterns on her skin, who’d whispered five more minutes like leaving was physically painful—that woman was anything but cold.

“Miller?”

She blinked. Rachel was watching her with that measured look again, the one that saw too much.

“Sorry, just thinking.”

“Right.” Rachel didn’t look convinced. “Anyway, I know you’re off the case, but you did the initial workup. If I have questions about the early documentation…?”

“I’m happy to help with anything that doesn’t create a conflict.”

Rachel studied her for a moment. “How are you doing with all of it?”

“Fine. I’m busy with the Stewart custody evaluation.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Miller made herself hold Rachel’s gaze. “I’m fine, Rachel. Really.” The lie tasted like copper in her mouth.

Rachel nodded slowly, the way she did when she was choosing not to push. “Alright, let me know if you need anything.”

She left. Miller sat in the silence of her office and listened to her own heartbeat.

She should end it. That was the smart, safe play. Walk away before anyone found out, before Valerie could confirm her suspicions, before Rachel’s careful looks turned into direct questions Miller couldn’t answer. She could text Astoria right now: We need to stop. This is too risky. I’m sorry.

But her phone sat face-down on her desk.

The truth was she didn't want anything to stop. Not the sex, though that was revelatory in ways she was still processing. Not the stolen hours in anonymous rooms. Not even the danger, if she was being honest with herself.

She didn’t want to stop seeing Astoria—hearing her laugh and watching the mask slip away to reveal the woman underneath, the one Valerie had called cold and broken. Valerie had been wrong about that, and Miller was starting to wonder what else she'd been wrong about.

If it were just physical, she could manage it. She could compartmentalize, keep it in its box until the divorce was final and they could figure out what came next. But it wasn't just physical, and Miller was starting to suspect she was in over her head in ways she couldn't control.

She picked up the Stewart motion and started reading the same paragraph for the fourth time.
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Saturday took forever to arrive.

Miller had tried to keep busy—the Stewart filing, a consultation with a new client, laundry that had been piling up for two weeks—but the hours stretched like taffy, each one longer than the last. By the time she pulled into the parking garage of yet another hotel, her nerves were humming with something that felt less like anxiety and more like hunger.

Astoria was already there when Miller knocked. The door opened, and for a moment they just looked at each other. Astoria wore a simple silk blouse, untucked, and her feet were bare. Her hair was down, loose around her shoulders, and she looked softer than Miller had ever seen her in public.

“Hi,” Miller said.

“Hey.” Astoria reached for her hand and pulled her inside.

This time was different. Miller felt it immediately, something unhurried in the air, a mutual unspoken agreement to slow down. They kissed at the door, but it didn't escalate the way it usually did. Instead, Astoria pulled back and led her to the small sofa by the window, where a bottle of wine sat open on the table.

“I thought we could talk first,” Astoria said. “If that’s okay.”

“More than okay.”

They sat close, their knees touching, wine glasses in hand. The city glittered beyond the window, and the room was quiet except for the low hum of the air conditioning. Miller took a sip of wine she barely tasted and waited.

“Tell me something,” Astoria said. “Something I don’t know about you.”

Miller considered the request. There was so much Astoria didn’t know: her childhood, her failed relationships, the years she’d spent feeling like she was watching her own life from a distance. But those felt too heavy for tonight.

“I grew up with two moms,” she said instead. “Nadia and Harper. They’ve been together since before I was born.”

Astoria’s expression softened. “What was that like?”

“Normal, mostly. Phoenix Ridge isn’t exactly hostile territory for queer families.” Miller smiled. “I had friends with two dads, friends with single moms, friends being raised by grandparents. Nobody really batted an eye at my family.”

“That sounds nice.”

“It was. Is.” Miller traced the rim of her wine glass. “But here’s the strange part. Even with that, even growing up in a house where two women loving each other was just…ordinary, I never considered that I might not be straight. It just didn’t occur to me.”

Astoria tilted her head. “Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because my moms never pushed. They let me figure things out on my own, and I just…didn’t figure it out. Until now.” Miller laughed quietly. “I dated boys because that’s what I thought I was supposed to do. And it was fine. Nice, even, but it was never…”

She trailed off, unsure how to finish.

“Never, what?” Astoria prompted gently.

“Never like this,” Miller said. “Not even close.”

Something flickered in Astoria’s eyes. She set her wine glass down and reached for Miller’s face, cupping her jaw with a gentleness that made Miller’s chest ache.

“I don’t know what this is,” Astoria murmured. “But it’s not like anything I’ve had before either.”

Miller turned her head to press a kiss to Astoria’s palm. “Good. I’d hate to be the only one who’s completely lost.”

Astoria laughed, low and warm, and then she was kissing her and the wine glasses were forgotten as they moved from the sofa to the bed in a tangle of limbs and soft sounds.

The kiss deepened as Astoria guided her backward, their bodies never breaking contact even as the back of Miller’s knees hit the edge of the bed. She laughed against Astoria’s mouth, breathless, as they tumbled onto the mattress in a mess of limbs and half-done clothes. The silk of Astoria’s blouse was cool against her fingers as she gripped the fabric, pulling her closer. They’d done this enough times now that the urgency had softened into something slower, like savoring a favorite meal instead of devouring it.

Astoria’s hands were already working at the hem of Miller’s sweater, peeling it up and over her head with practiced ease. The air in the room was warm, but goosebumps still prickled across her skin as Astoria’s fingers traced the freckles scattered over her collarbones, then lower, circling her nipples through the lace of her bra. Miller arched into the touch, biting her lip as Astoria’s thumb flicked over the hardening peak.

“You’re so fucking responsive,” Astoria murmured, her voice rough, before capturing her mouth again in a kiss that left Miller dizzy.

She didn’t waste time returning the favor. Her fingers found the buttons of Astoria’s blouse, undoing them one by one, revealing the smooth olive skin beneath. The fabric slid off Astoria’s shoulders, pooling around her wrists before Miller tugged it free completely. Astoria wasn’t wearing a bra, and Miller took full advantage as she palmed her breasts, her thumbs brushing over her dark, stiff nipples. Astoria let out a ship breath, her back arching just slightly, and Miller grinned.

“You like that?”

“You know I do,” Astoria shot back, but her voice was already thickening, her hands busy unbuttoning Miller’s jeans.

The denim was tight, clinging to her thighs, and Astoria took her time dragging the zipper down, her knuckles grazing the damp heat between Miller’s legs. Miller hissed, her hips jerking upward involuntarily. Astoria chuckled, low and dark, before hooking her fingers into the waistband and pulling the jeans and panties down in one smooth motion.

The warm air hit her wet pussy, and Miller spread her thighs wider, unashamed. Astoria’s gaze dropped, hungry, before she leaned in, pressing a slow, open-mouthed kiss to the inside of Miller’s thigh.

“Fuck,” Miller breathed, tangling her fingers in Astoria’s hair. She could feel Astoria’s breath, hot and teasing, just inches from where she needed it most. “Stop teasing.”

Astoria laughed, the vibration making Miller’s skin prickle. “Since when do you like it fast?”

“Since you’re being a fucking sadist.”

That earned another laugh, but finally, Astoria’s tongue dragged up her slit slowly. Miller’s back bowed off the bed, a broken sound tearing from her throat. Astoria’s hands gripped her thighs, holding her open, her mouth working in lazy, maddening circles around her clit before dipping lower, her tongue entering inside her with just the right amount of pressure.

Miller’s fingers tightened in her hair, her hips rolling in time with Astoria’s movements. “God, your mouth…”

Astoria pulled back just long enough to smirk up at her, her lips glistening. “You talk too much.”

Before Miller could retort, Astoria’s fingers joined in, two of them sliding inside her with ease. Miller gasped, her nails scraping against Astoria’s scalp as she was fucked slow and deep, Astoria’s tongue never leaving her clit. The coil of pleasure in her gut tightened, her thighs trembling. She was close, so fucking close, but Astoria pulled away, leaving her empty and whimpering.

“Don’t you dare stop⁠—”

Astoria cut her off by crawling up her body, capturing her mouth in a kiss. Miller could taste herself on Astoria’s lips and feel the wetness smeared across her chin. It was obscene; it was hot. She flipped them in one swift motion, pinning Astoria beneath her. “My turn.”

Astoria didn’t fight it, just sprawled back against the pillows, watching her with dark, hooded eyes as Miller kissed her way down her body. She took her time, mapping every dip and curve with her mouth: the sharp angle of Astoria’s hipbones, the softness of her inner thighs, the way her breath hitched when Miller’s teeth grazed her skin. By the time she reached Astoria’s pussy, she was already dripping, her clit swollen and begging for attention.

Miller didn’t make her wait. She buried her face between Astoria’s legs, her tongue flat and firm against her clit, her fingers pressing inside without preamble. Astoria’s hands flew to her hair, her hips bucking up against her mouth. “Fuck… Just like that.”

Miller hummed in response, the vibration making Astoria’s thighs clamp around her head. She worked her fingers in deep, curling them just right, her free hand reaching up to twist Astoria’s nipple. The sound Astoria made was half-moan, half-growl, her body tensing as she came with a broken cry, her pussy pulsing around Miller’s fingers.

Miller didn’t let up, licking her way through it, savoring the way Astoria’s thighs trembled and her breath came in ragged gasps. Only when Astoria’s hands gentled in her hair, pushing her back with a weak, “Okay, okay,” did she pull away, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Astoria was a mess—hair wild, lips swollen, skin flushed—and Miller had never seen anything more beautiful.

But then Astoria smirked, crooking a finger at her. “Get up here.”

Miller raised an eyebrow but obeyed, straddling Astoria’s face without hesitation. Astoria’s hands gripped her ass, pulling her down, and then her tongue was back where Miller needed it most, hot and flat against her clit.

The sensation was immediate. Astoria’s mouth devoured her, sucking her clit while Miller rocked gently. Hands on the headboard for balance, Miller ground down, the wet heat of Astoria’s tongue driving her wild. Then the vibrator hummed against her ass, not penetrating but just the tip pressing along her cheek, the vibrations traveling straight to her core.

“Fuck, that’s…” Miller couldn’t finish, her pleasure spiking as Astoria worked the toy lower, circling her entrance before sliding in it shallowly, the curve hitting her g-spot directly. Astoria’s tongue never stopped lapping her clit, the dual sensations making Miller’s thighs quake. She rode it harder, the room filling with her loud moans.

The orgasm built fast and intense, crashing over her as she came on Astoria’s face, her pussy clenching around the vibrator.

They collapsed together, spent and sticky, the vibrator forgotten on the sheets. Miller grabbed it later, cleaning it with a tissue from the nightstand, a lazy smile on her as Astoria watched.

Afterward, they lay in the dim light, their bare legs intertwined, Miller’s head on Astoria’s chest. She could hear Astoria’s heartbeat, a steady and slow rhythm, and she let herself drift in the comfort of it.

Her fingers traced idle paths across Astoria’s skin—over the jut of her collarbone, the slope of her shoulder, the curve of her arm. She paused when she felt it: a small raised line just below Astoria’s shoulder blade, barely noticeable unless you were looking. A scar, old and faded, it seemed.

Miller’s thumb brushed gently over it. She wanted to ask, how did you get this, what happened, who hurt you? But something held her back. The question felt too big for this quiet moment, too heavy for the fragile peace they’d built.

Instead, she pressed a kiss to Astoria’s shoulder, just above the scar, and felt Astoria’s arm tighten around her.

“Stay a little longer,” Astoria said.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

They lay there until the clock on the nightstand blinked past eleven-thirty. Eventually, reluctantly, they untangled themselves and began the familiar ritual of returning to the outside world. Clothes were retrieved from where they’d been haphazardly scattered, and hair was finger-combed into something almost presentable.

At the door, they kissed goodbye—longer than they should have, softer than Miller expected. When she finally pulled away, Astoria's hand lingered on her wrist.

“Saturday was good,” Astoria said quietly. “The talking part, I mean. Not just…”

“I know what you mean.” Miller smiled. “It was good for me too.”

She made herself leave before she could change her mind about leaving at all. The drive home was quiet. Miller left the radio off and the window cracked, the night air cool against her face. Her mind kept circling back to the hotel room—not the sex, though that had been intense in a different way tonight. The conversation. The wine. The way Astoria had asked “tell me something” like she actually wanted to know. The scar Miller hadn’t asked about, but the story she suddenly, desperately wanted to hear.

Something had shifted tonight, something in how it felt. She wanted to stay and talk. She wanted to hear about Astoria’s day, her week, her life. She wanted to know the story behind that scar and why she tensed whenever her phone buzzed.

That wasn’t casual. Miller knew that, had known it since maybe the second or third time they’d met and she’d caught herself counting down the hours until she could see Astoria again.

This was supposed to be light and casual, desire, self-exploration, the release of months of tension finally allowed. It was supposed to be physical, intense, and temporary.

But it didn’t feel temporary.

Miller pulled into her parking spot and sat in the dark. The professional risks hadn’t changed. Rachel could find out, the firm could question her judgment, Valerie was already suspicious, everything she’d worked for could unravel.

She should end it, but she knew she wasn’t going to.

Because somewhere in the last week, between the stolen hotel rooms and the cautious scheduling and the intensity that hadn't faded, Miller had started feeling something more than desire. It was more than physical, more than just attraction, and Miller couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the start of something real. Probably reckless, definitely worth it.
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Chapter 16: Astoria

Two weeks, and Miller’s body had become familiar. Astoria knew the weight of her now—how she fit against Astoria’s side in the aftermath, one leg hooked over her thigh, fingers tracing absent patterns on bare skin. She knew the specific catch in Miller's breath when Astoria's mouth found the spot just below her ear. She knew which hotels had the best water pressure, which ones had mattresses that didn't squeak, which lobbies were empty enough at 8 p.m. that two women could slip past the front desk without drawing attention.

It’d been two weeks of this. Different rooms, same hunger. It should have felt routine by now or at least manageable, something she could compartmentalize the way she compartmentalized everything else.

But it didn’t.

Tonight, they’d barely made it past the door before Miller’s hands were in her hair, and now Astoria lay in the wreckage of expensive sheets, sweat cooling on her skin, watching the city lights flicker beyond the window. Miller was curled against her, her breath evening out toward sleep.

Astoria should’ve been doing the same. Instead, she was thinking about the way Miller had looked at her earlier. Not during—that she could handle, the wanting, the heat—after, when they'd untangled and Miller had reached for her face with something soft in her expression, something that looked dangerously like tenderness.

Don’t, Astoria had thought. Don’t look at me like that.

Miller’s fingers moved against her shoulder blade, tracing a line Astoria knew by heart even though she couldn’t see it.

“Can I ask you something?”

Astoria’s stomach tightened. “That depends on what it is.”

“This scar.” Miller’s thumb brushed over the raised skin. “I noticed it before. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, though.”

The silence stretched between them. Astoria could deflect; she was good at deflecting, made a career out of it. Old injury. Childhood accident. Nothing interesting. The words were right there, easy and dismissive, the kind of answer that stopped questions and closed doors.

Instead, she said, “I was eleven. We had this fence in the backyard—chain link, rusted in places. My father was supposed to fix it, but he worked double shifts most weeks and weekends he drank, so things like that never got done.”

Miller’s hand stilled but didn’t pull away.

“I was climbing to get to the neighbor’s yard. Jenny Kowalski had a trampoline, and sometimes she’d let me use it if I helped her with homework.” Astoria almost smiled at the memory. Almost. “I slipped. Caught my shoulder on a broken link on the way down and tore it open pretty good.”

“Did you need stitches?”

“Yes,” she said flatly. “But we didn’t go to the hospital. My mother cleaned it with hydrogen peroxide and closed it with butterfly bandages. We didn’t have insurance. Couldn’t afford the E.R. visit, and even if we could, she’d have had to explain why her kid was climbing a broken fence unsupervised.”

Miller was quiet for a moment. “That must’ve hurt. The peroxide, I mean.”

“It did.” Astoria remembered screaming into a dish towel, her mother’s hands shaking, the way the bathroom had smelled like rust and antiseptic for days. “But I learned something that day. Crying didn’t make it hurt less; it just upset my mother and made her feel guilty she couldn’t do more. So I stopped.”

“Stopped crying?”

“Stopped showing it when things hurt. It was easier.”

She felt Miller shift, propping herself up to look at Astoria’s face. Astoria kept her gaze on the window and the safe distance of the city lights beyond.

“Astoria.”

“It’s fine. It’s ancient history.” She tried for a dismissive tone and landed somewhere closer to brittle. “I turned out okay. The scar's barely visible.”

“I’m not asking about the scar anymore.”

The gentleness in Miller’s voice was unbearable. Astoria wanted to deflect, to make a joke, to steer them back toward safe territory—something she knew how to navigate. But something had cracked open with that story, some seal she'd kept tight for so long she'd forgotten it was there.

“Valerie used to say I was cold.” The words came out before she could stop them. “That I didn’t know how to feel things properly. She said it like she was observing something clinical, like she was just being honest. ‘You’re not like other people, Astoria. You don’t connect. It’s not your fault. You just weren’t built that way.’”

Miller didn’t interrupt or make sympathetic noises. She just listened, her hand warm and steady on Astoria’s hip.

“And I believed her,” Astoria continued, her throat feeling tight. “For years, I believed her. I thought she was right, that something fundamental was broken inside me, that I was too guarded, too controlled, too much of some things and not enough of others. She’d say these things in private, and then we’d go to some gala and she’d be charming and warm. Everyone would adore, and I’d think of course she’s right; look how easy it is for her and how hard it is for me.”

“The gala,” Miller said quietly. “The one where⁠—”

“Where she humiliated me in front of half of Phoenix Ridge’s donor class?” Astoria laughed, and it sounded serrated. “Yes, that one. Someone had asked when we were having children, and she said”—she had to stop and take a breath—”she said I could barely manage my own department, imagine me trying to manage a child. And everyone laughed because Valerie made it sound like a joke, and I stood there smiling because what else could I do?”

“That’s not a joke,” she whispered. “That’s cruel.”

“I know that now.” Astoria looked at Miller. “I didn’t know it then, though. Or maybe I did know somewhere, but I’d gotten so used to translating everything she said into something I could survive that I couldn’t see it clearly anymore. She’d say something devastating, and then an hour later, she’d bring me wine and rub my shoulders and tell me she was just worried about me, that she wanted me to be happy, that she was the only one who really understood me⁠—”

She stopped. Her chest hurt, a physical ache she hadn’t expected.

“I’m sorry.” The words scraped out of Astoria’s throat raw. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.”

“Because I asked. Because you’ve been carrying it alone, and you don’t have to.”

“You don’t know what it was like, living with her. Fifteen years of—” Astoria shook her head. “It sounds dramatic when I say it out loud. Emotional abuse. It sounds like something from a talk show. But it was just...ordinary and constant. Little comments that added up until I didn't recognize myself anymore.”

“It doesn't sound dramatic. It sounds exhausting.”

Astoria felt something loosen in her chest, terrifying in its unfamiliarity. She was used to people reacting to stories about Valerie with disbelief or dismissiveness. But she seemed so lovely. Are you sure you’re not exaggerating? Every relationship has rough patches. She wasn’t used to simple acknowledgement with no judgment, no attempt to fix or minimize.

“I keep waiting for you to look at me differently,” Astoria admitted. “Like I’m damaged goods or worse, like I’m someone to pity.”

Miller reached up and brushed a strand of hair from Astoria’s face, her touch impossibly gentle. “I’m looking at you,” she said. “And I see someone who has survived something hard and built something extraordinary anyway. I don’t see damaged goods. I see someone who learned to protect herself because she had to, and now she’s trying to figure out what it looks like to trust someone.”

Astoria’s vision blurred. She blinked, furious at herself, at the tears that had no business being here in this anonymous hotel room with this woman who somehow kept saying exactly the right things.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered. “Whatever this is. I don’t know how to be with someone who doesn’t…”

“Doesn’t what?”

“Doesn’t make me feel like I have to earn the right to take up space.”

“You don’t have to earn anything with me.”

“That’s what terrifies me.”

They looked at each other in the low light, the city humming sixteen floors below, and Astoria felt more exposed than she had when Miller had undressed her an hour ago. This was different, showing someone the parts she’d kept hidden, the wounds she’d protected, the girl who’d learned not to cry. And yet, Miller hadn’t run. She was still here, still looking at her and pulling her close.

And Astoria had no idea what to do with that. The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable. That surprised her.

Astoria had braced for awkwardness, for Miller to fill the space with reassurances or questions or the kind of well-meaning commentary that would make her regret saying anything. Instead, Miller just looked at her for a long moment, something unreadable in her expression, and then she moved closer.

Miller’s arms came around her, pulling Astoria against her chest, one hand sliding up to cradle the back of her head. No words, just warmth, steady and unhurried, the kind of embrace that expected nothing in return.

Astoria went rigid for a moment, an instinct, years of training herself not to need this. But Miller didn't let go or react to the tension; she just kept holding her. Something inside Astoria cracked a little further.

She let herself be held.

It was harder than the sex. That she could do—bodies and heat and the temporary obliteration of thought—but this was different. This was letting someone hold her while she felt like an exposed nerve, trusting that Miller wouldn't use the vulnerability against her later or file it away as ammunition the way Valerie always had.

Miller’s hand moved slowly through her hair, a soothing rhythm that made Astoria’s throat tight.

“You don't have to say anything else,” Miller murmured against her temple. “We can just stay like this.”

Astoria pressed her face into Miller's shoulder and breathed. The sheets smelled like sex and expensive detergent and something underneath that was just Miller—that particular warm scent she'd started craving between their meetings.

Minutes passed, maybe longer. The city hummed below them, and the air conditioning cycled on and off, and Astoria's breathing slowly steadied into something that matched Miller's. She became aware of the places where their bodies touched: Miller's thigh between hers, the soft press of breasts against her own, the heat of skin on skin. It wasn't urgent. It was just...present. A reminder that they were both here, both choosing this.

Astoria turned her head, her lips brushing Miller's collarbone. She felt Miller's breath catch, just slightly, a small hitch that sent warmth pooling low in her stomach.

She lifted her face to find Miller already watching her.

“Is this okay?” Astoria asked, and her voice came out rough. “I don’t know if I… After everything I just…”

“Hey.” Miller’s thumb traced her cheekbone. “We don’t have to do anything. I mean it. We can just stay like this.”

“I know.” Astoria swallowed. “But I don’t want to just stay like this. I was⁠—”

She couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t find the right words for what she wanted, which was something that felt impossible: to be touched by someone who had just seen the worst of her history and hadn’t flinched. To find out if sex felt different on the other side of that kind of honesty.

Miller leaned in, and the kiss was slow and questioning—is this okay, is this what you need, I’m here—and Astoria answered by pulling her closer.

Astoria’s fingers threaded into Miller’s hair, tugging just enough to angle her head back, deepening the kiss with a hunger that surprised even her. The vulnerability from her confession lingered like a shadow, but here, skin to skin under the rumpled sheets, it twisted into something fiercer: a need to claim this moment, to rewrite the ache of her past with the heat of the now. Miller’s lips parted willingly, her breath hitching as Astoria’s tongue swept in, tasting of salt and the faint mint from earlier, exploring with deliberate strokes that made Miller’s body arch instinctively.

She pressed closer, their naked forms sliding together, their breasts brushing in a way that sent sparks racing down Astoria’s spine. Her hands roamed, one sliding down Miller’s back to cup the curve of her ass, squeezing firmly, pulling her hips flush against her own. Miller gasped into the kiss, her own hands mirroring the motion, her nails grazing lightly over Astoria’s body, tracing the lines of muscles earned from years of pushing herself to extremes.

The kiss broke only for Astoria to nip at Miller’s lower lip, a sharp, teasing bite that drew a soft moan.

“Fuck,” Miller whispered, her voice raw and eyes half-lidded in the low glow of the bedside lamp. Astoria smiled against her skin, trailing kisses along her jaw and down the column of her throat, savoring the way Miller’s pulse fluttered under her mouth.

Astoria shifted, rolling Miller onto her back with a gentle but insistent push, her high cheekbones catching the light as she hovered above. She captured Miller’s mouth again, this time slower, more sensual, their tongues dancing in a rhythm that built like a storm. Her free hand wandered lower, skimming over Miller’s ribs, her thumb brushing the underside of her breast before cupping it fully, circling her thumb over the hardening nipple. Miller arched into the touch, her legs parting slightly under the covers, inviting more. Astoria obliged, her mouth leaving Miller’s to trail wet, open-mouthed kisses down her neck, nipping at the sensitive spot just below her ear.

“I love that you’re so fucking pliant for me,” Astoria murmured, her voice a low rumble against Miller’s skin. She squeezed the breast in her hand, rolling the nipple between her fingers until Miller whimpered, then soothed it with her tongue, sucking gently. Miller’s hands pawed at Astoria’s shoulders, pulling her closer, her nails digging in just enough to leave faint red trails. The air between them thickened, charged with the scent of their arousal, the sheets whispering as they shifted.

Astoria’s hand drifted lower, tracing the dip of Miller’s hip, then sliding between her thighs. She paused there, her fingers teasing the inner skin, feeling the heat radiating from Miller’s core. Their eyes met, Astoria’s gaze steady and searching, still that quiet question from the kiss but now laced with desire and command. Miller nodded, biting her lip, and Astoria’s fingers finally dipped in, finding her slick and ready. She started slow, one finger circling Miller’s clit with feather-light pressure, watching her face contort in pleasure.

“Oh god, Astoria,” Miller breathed, her hips bucking up to meet the touch.

Astoria leaned down, capturing her lips in another deep kiss, swallowing the moan as she slipped a finger inside, then two, curling them just right to stroke that spot that made Miller’s whole body tense. The rhythm built, sensual and deep, Astoria’s thumb pressing against her clit in tandem, drawing out gasps and shudders. Miller’s hands roamed relentlessly, one tangling in Astoria’s hair, the other squeezing her ass, pulling her impossibly closer as if she could merge their bodies into one.

Not just content to touch, Astoria kissed her way down, nipping at Miller’s collarbone, her stomach, the soft flesh of her inner thigh. She spread Miller’s legs wider, settling between them, the covers pooling around her waist. Looking up, she caught Miller’s eyes—vulnerable and wanting—and dove in. Her mouth found Miller’s pussy, her tongue flicking out to taste her, lapping at the wetness with long, slow strokes. Miller cried out, her fingers fisting the sheets, as Astoria sucked gently on her clit, the sensation pulling a raw edge to her pleasure.

Astoria’s hands gripped Miller’s thighs, holding her open, her hands pressing into the soft skin as she alternated between sucking and licking. Her fingers joined in to thrust steadily.

The room filled with the sounds of it—wet, rhythmic, mingled with Miller’s increasing moans and the way she chanted Astoria’s name. Astoria’s own arousal throbbed, her body tensing with the effort to focus on Miller.

Miller’s body coiled tighter, her breaths coming in short bursts. “Don’t stop, fuck, please,” she gasped, one hand reaching down to guide Astoria’s head.

Astoria hummed against her, the vibration sending Miller over the edge. She came with a shuddering cry, her thighs clamping around Astoria’s head. Astoria didn’t pull away, riding it out with gentle licks until Miller went limp.

But Asotria wasn’t done. She crawled back up, kissing Miller deeply, letting her taste herself on her lips.

“Your turn,” Miller murmured, but Astoria shook her head, a wicked glint in her eye.

She guided Miller’s hand between her own legs, showing her the slick head there. “Touch me,” she demanded softly, vulnerability flickering beneath the command.

Miller’s fingers explored eagerly, circling Astoria’s clit with the same teasing pressure Asotira had used on her. Astoria rocked into it, kissing Miller fiercely, nipping at her lips as pleasure crescendoed. She pawed at Miller’s body in return, squeezing her breasts, pulling her close until their sweat-slicked skin stuck and slid. The kisses turned sloppy, desperate, their tongues tangling as Miller slipped two fingers inside, thrusting with a rhythm that matched Astoria’s gasps.

“Harder,” Astoria growled, breaking the kiss to nip at Miller’s shoulder. Miller complied, her thumb rubbing firm circles on Astoria’s clit, the dual sensation making Astoria’s hips grind wildly. She felt the coil tightening, raw and deep. Miller’s free hand roamed, squeezing Astoria’s ass, a finger teasing the cleft there, adding a spark of intensity that made Astoria moan louder.

When Astoria came, it was fierce, her body clenching around Miller’s fingers, a gutteral “fuck yes” escaping her lips as she buried her face in Miller’s neck, nipping the skin there. They collapsed together, their breaths mingling and hands wandering lazily, squeezing and pulling in the afterglow.

Astoria came back to herself slowly, in pieces. Miller’s weight was half on top of her, one arm still curled protectively around her waist. Their legs were tangled, and the sheets had been kicked somewhere toward the foot of the bed. Astoria’s face was wet.

She reached up and touched her cheek, pulling her hand back in surprise. Tears. She hadn’t even noticed them falling.

“Sorry,” she managed, her voice wrecked. “I don’t usually⁠—”

“Don’t apologize.” Miller propped herself up just enough to look at her, and there was no alarm in her expression, no concern that Astoria was falling apart. Just that steady presence, that patience that kept undoing her. “You okay?”

Astoria considered the question. Her body felt wrung out, trembling faintly in the aftermath. Her chest ached with something that wasn’t quite sadness but not quite joy, some unnamed thing that had cracked open and spilled out.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I think so. I just—” She exhaled shakily. “I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

Miller pressed a kiss to her forehead, her lips lingering on her skin. “Like what?”

Like being known and wanted anyway, she wanted to say.

“Like it meant something,” Astoria said instead, which was close enough.

Miller’s arm tightened around her. They lay there in the quiet, the city still humming beyond the window, and Astoria let herself drift in the strange safety of it.

After a while, her stomach growled loud enough that Miller laughed, the sound vibrating against Astoria’s shoulder.

“When did you last eat?”

Astoria looked at her and smirked.

“Food!” She laughed again.

She tried to remember. Lunch had been a protein bar at her desk between calls.

“That long, huh? We should order something.” Miller reached for the room service menu on the nightstand, then hesitated, her hand hovering. “Is that— I mean, if you want to. I know these places are expensive.”

There it was. The telltale hesitation Astoria had started noticing, the way Miller calculated costs in a way Astoria had stopped doing years ago, the gap between their worlds visible in small moments.

“I’ll get it,” Astoria said. “Order whatever you want.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“Miller.” Astoria caught her hand. “The room is already on my card. Let me.”

Something crossed across Miller’s face, not quite discomfort but something adjacent. It was the same expression she got when Astoria mentioned the thread count of the hotel sheets or the wine she preferred.

“I’m not trying to—” Astoria stopped, unsure how to navigate this. “It’s just dinner.”

“I know.” Miller’s smile was a little too cautious. “It’s fine, really.”

It wasn’t fine, not entirely, but Astoria didn’t know how to fix it. She’d spent so long in a world where money solved problems that she’d forgotten it could also create them. Or at least create distances she didn’t know how to bridge.

She let it go for now. Miller ordered a burger and fries, the most modest thing on the menu, and Astoria ordered the salmon because she wasn’t hungry enough to care what she ate. They pulled on the hotel robes while they waited, and when the food came, they ate sitting cross-legged on the bed like teenagers at a sleepover.

The thought sent a spike of something through Astoria’s chest. Fear or hope, she couldn’t tell which.

It was almost midnight when Astoria finally made herself move.

“I should go.” But she didn’t want to. The words felt wrong in her mouth, a betrayal of the warm cocoon they’d built in this anonymous room, but she couldn’t stay until morning. They’d agreed on the early, an unspoken rule to protect them both. No overnight stays, nothing that could be construed as evidence if someone looked hard enough.

Miller nodded, but her hand lingered on Astoria’s hip beneath the robe. “Yeah, I know.”

They dressed in comfortable silence, retrieving scattered clothes from where they’d landed hours ago. Astoria caught Miller watching her as she stepped into her skirt, and something about the look made her chest tighten with something dangerous. At the door, they stood facing each other. Astoria reached out and straightened Miller’s collar, and it felt oddly intimate.

“Thank you,” Astoria said quietly. “For listening. For not—” She stopped, unsure how to finish.

“For not what?”

“For not making me feel like it was too much.”

Miller’s expression quirked, then she stepped forward and kissed her, slow and tender. When she pulled back, her hand cupped Astoria’s face.

“It’s not too much,” Miller said. “You’re not too much.”

Astoria didn’t trust herself to respond, so she kissed Miller once more, briefly, and made herself walk out of the door before she could change her mind about leaving at all.

The drive home was quiet. Astoria left the radio off, letting the silence fill the car as the city lights gave way to the darker streets of the Cliffside neighborhood. Her body still hummed with the aftermath of the evening—the sex, yes, but also the conversation, the tears she hadn’t meant to cry, the way Miller had held her.

She thought about Lindsey.

College, twenty-two years old, her first real experience with a woman. Lindsey had been electric: confident, beautiful, and utterly unavailable in ways Astoria hadn’t recognized until it was too late. They’d had three months of intensity before Lindsey graduated and moved to New York without looking back. No real goodbye, just a text: “It was fun. Take care of yourself.”

Astoria had learned something from it, that wanting someone meant watching them leave.

Then there was Valerie. Charming, attentive Valerie who’d pursued Astoria with a focus that felt like being chosen. Finally, someone who wanted to stay, someone who saw her. Except Valerie’s version of staying had come with conditions Astoria hadn’t really understood until she was too deep to see clearly. It had been years of learning that intimacy meant pain, that love meant being controlled, that the cost of having someone stay was slowly erasing herself until she disappeared entirely.

She’d always picked women who confirmed her worst fears: women who left or women who’d stayed but made her wish they’d left.

Miller didn’t fit.

Miller was present in a way that didn’t feel like surveillance, attentive without keeping score, and gentle in a way that made Astoria’s chest soften instead of brace for impact. Tonight, Astoria had shown her the worst of it: the poverty, the scar, the years of self-erosion. And Miller hadn’t flinched or pulled away. She just…stayed.

This was supposed to be a simple, physical release valve for the tension that had been building between them. Astoria had told herself she could keep feelings out of it, that she’d learned her lesson, that her walls were high enough now to let someone touch her body without touching anything else.

She’d been wrong.

Miller was breaking every pattern Astoria had. And instead of waiting for the cruelty and bracing for the moment the tenderness turned into a weapon, Astoria was starting to believe it might not come.

That was the most terrifying thing of all.

She wasn’t ready to call it love. The word felt too big, too dangerous, too much like handing someone a knife and showing them where to cut. But this was more than desire and the temporary obliteration she’d been telling herself she needed.

Astoria had no idea what to do with that.

Astoria pulled into her driveway and sat in the dark. Her house loomed ahead of her. Maeve and Milanka Petrovic, her house staff, had left hours ago. The lights were off, the rooms empty, no one waiting for her who wasn’t paid to be there. She sat in her car for a long time, watching the empty house, before she finally made herself go inside.
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Chapter 17: Miller

The Daily Grind coffee shop two blocks from Hartwell & Associates had become their unofficial decompression zone. It’d been Rachel's idea, back when Miller first started at the firm. “Never process a hard case in the building,” Rachel had told her. “Walls have ears, and paralegals have looser lips than they should.”

Six years later, Miller still followed that advice. She just hadn’t expected to be the hard case they were processing.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Rachel said, sliding into the booth across from here. She looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep, the kind of bone tiredness from managing difficult people. “I know you’re slammed with the Stewart evaluation.”

“It’s fine. I needed the caffeine anyway.” Miller wrapped her hands around her mug, grateful for something to hold. The July heat outside made the air conditioning feel almost aggressive, raising goosebumps on her bare arms. “What’s going on?”

Rachel didn’t answer immediately. She ordered her usual—hot black coffee—and waited until the server walked away before leaning back against the worn leather seat.

“I wanted to talk about the Shepry case.”

Miller’s stomach tightened, but she kept her expression neutral. She’d gotten good at that over the past three weeks. “Okay.”

“Valerie is…” Rachel paused, searching for the word. “Difficult doesn’t cover it. She’s been difficult since the beginning, but lately, she’s become something else.”

“Something else how?”

“Fixated.” Rachel’s mouth pressed into a thin, white line. “On you, specifically, actually.”

The coffee turned bitter on Miller’s tongue. She set the mug down carefully, buying herself a moment. “On me? I’ve been off the case for almost a month.”

“I know. That’s what makes it strange.” Rachel shook her head slowly. She keeps bringing you up. Every meeting, every phone call, every email. ‘Miller would have pushed harder on discovery.’ ‘Miller understood what I was dealing with.’ Miller wouldn’t have let them get away with that filing.’”

Miller forced a small laugh that came out wrong. “That’s… I don’t know what to say to that.”

“Oh, it gets better.” Rachel’s tone was dry, but her eyes were sharp and watchful. “She’s started implying that the case was going better when you were on it and that something changed after you left and that I’m not being aggressive enough.”

“Rachel, that’s ridiculous. You’re one of the best family law attorneys on this entire coast.”

“I know what I am.” Rachel waved off the compliment. “That’s not the point. The point is that she’s not just complaining about strategy but asking questions.”

Miller’s heart began to pound, a slow, heavy thud she could feel in her throat. “What kind of questions?”

“Why you really recused. What conflict of interest could possibly have come up mid-case to lead you to step away. Whether something happened between you and her—or between you and Astoria.”

The name landed like a stone in still water. Miller felt the ripples spread in her chest.

“She asked that directly?”

“Not directly to me, but she’s made comments and observations.” Rachel picked up her coffee and took a slow sip. “She mentioned that Astoria seems different lately. Lighter, she said. Less defensive in depositions. And she finds it very interesting that this shift happened right around the time you left the case.”

Miller’s mouth went dry. She thought about Astoria three nights ago, laughing at something Miller had said, her whole face transformed by it. The way she’d looked in the low light of the hotel room, softer than Miller had ever seen her, the armor finally set aside.

Of course Valerie had noticed. Valerie noticed everything, it seemed. That was how she’d controlled Astoria for so long—by watching, cataloging, storing observations for ammunition later.

“That’s a reach,” Miller said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “People’s demeanors change during divorce proceedings. It’s an emotional process.”

“I know that, and you know that.” Rachel set her mug down. “But Valerie is looking for something, Miller. I don’t know what exactly, but she’s looking. And she keeps circling back to you.”

The air conditioning hummed overhead, and someone’s phone buzzed at the counter. Miller became acutely aware of all the ordinary sounds of a Tuesday morning, all the people around them who had no idea that her painstakingly constructed world was developing cracks.

“I don’t know what she thinks she’s going to find,” Miller said.

Rachel was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had shifted—still professional, but with something that sounded like concern underneath. “Miller, did something happen? Between you and Valerie or between you and the opposing party?”

Miller’s stomach dropped. The question she’d been dreading for three weeks finally spoken aloud. Miller met Rachel’s eyes. She owed this woman so much: six years of mentorship, of guidance, of being given chances she hadn't earned yet. Rachel had trusted her with the Shepry case in the first place, and she had accepted her recusal without pushing for details.

Rachel deserved the truth.

But the truth would destroy everything. Not just Miller’s career, but Astoria’s reputation, the case itself, every piece of documentation that Miller had touched before recusing. Valerie would use it as proof that she’d been right all along, that Miller had been compromised from the start.

“No,” Miller lied. “I had a conflict I couldn’t disclose, that’s all.”

Rachel held her gaze for a long moment. Miller couldn’t tell if she believed her or what was happening behind those experienced eyes.

“Okay,” Rachel said finally. “I’m not going to push, but I want you to hear me clearly.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping. “Valerie is suspicious of something. She doesn't have proof—if she did, she'd be using it—but she's suspicious. She's asking questions, and she’s watching.”

“Watching for what?”

“Anything she can use.” Rachel’s expression shifted, something darker crossing her features. I’ve been doing this work for twenty-five years, Miller. I’ve represented a lot of difficult clients. Valerie is different. There’s something under the surface that I can’t quite figure out. A kind of…relentlessness. She doesn’t let things go. She doesn’t just move on. If she’s decided you wronged her somehow, she’ll keep digging until she finds something to justify that belief.”

Miller thought about Astoria's voice in the dark, telling her about being told she was cold, unlovable, and broken. The way Valerie's words had burrowed under Astoria's skin and stayed there, shaping how she saw herself. This was what that looked like from the outside. This was the machine that had ground Astoria down for so long.

“I understand,” Miller said quietly.

“I hope you do.” Rachel softened slightly. “Look, I’m not trying to scare you. I just want you to be aware. Whatever your conflict of interest is—and I'm not asking—make sure there's nothing for her to find. Because if there is, she'll find it.”

Miller nodded. Her coffee had gone cold, but she picked it up anyway, needing something to distract her hands. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Of course.” Rachel glanced at her watch and sighed. “I have to get back. Valerie’s calling at eleven to discuss trial strategy, which means an hour of her telling me everything I'm doing wrong.” She stood, fishing a few bills from her wallet for the coffee. “Take care of yourself, Miller. I mean that.”

“I will.”

Rachel left. Miller sat in the booth and stared at the cold dregs of her coffee, the morning light slanting through the window. So, it was confirmed. Valerie was watching and asking questions. She’d noticed that Astoria had seemed light, and she’d connected it to Miller’s departure from the case.

It’d been three weeks of stolen hours in hotel rooms. Three weeks of learning Astoria’s body, her laugh, the way she looked when the walls came out. Three weeks of falling into something Miller didn’t want to stop.

And at the same time, there was Valerie, circling relentlessly, waiting for a crack to exploit.

Miller pulled out her phone. Her hands were steady as she typed, even though her pulse was not.

“Can we meet tonight?”

The response came within minutes. “Yes, is everything okay?”

Miller stared at the screen. No, nothing was okay. Everything they’d built was balanced on a knife’s edge, and Valerie was scrutinizing with predatory eyes.

“I’ll tell you when I see you,” she typed back.

Then she gathered her things and walked out into the July heat, Rachel’s warning echoing in her head with every step.

She doesn’t let things go. She doesn’t move on.

Neither did Miller, apparently. Because even knowing what she knew now, even with the fear settling cold and heavy in her stomach, she was still going to that hotel room tonight.

She was still going to Astoria, and she had no idea how to stop.

Miller couldn’t have said what she’d done all afternoon. The Stewart file sat open on her desk, the same page she’d been staring at since after the conversation at the coffee shop still unread. She’d answered emails and taken a call from a client whose name she couldn’t recall five minutes later. At some point, Jasmine had knocked on her door to ask about a filing deadline, and Miller had given her an answer that must have made sense because Jasmine had nodded and left.

But the whole day had passed in a haze of Rachel's voice on a loop. She's asking questions. She's watching. If there's something to find, she'll find it.

By six o’clock, Miller had given up pretending. She shut down her computer, gathered her things, and walked out into the lingering heat, her skin prickling with more than just humidity.

The hotel was on the other side of downtown Phoenix Ridge, a boutique place Astoria had found that was small enough to be discreet but nice enough that the staff didn’t ask questions. It was different from last time and the time before, their choreography designed to leave no patterns for anyone to find, especially Valerie.

But tonight, Miller noticed every face in the lobby, every flicker of recognition that wasn’t there.

Astoria was already there when Miller knocked on the door—three quick taps, their signal. The door opened, and there she was: barefoot, still in her work clothes but with the blazer discarded and her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked soft in the low light of the room, unguarded in a way Miller hadn’t seen her anywhere else.

“Hey,” Astoria said, and the word was warm and familiar. Then her expression shifted and a shadow crossed her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

Miller stepped inside, letting the door fall shut behind her. The room was the same as every other hotel room: neutral colors, expensive sheets, the anonymous comfort of a space that belonged to nobody. She’d started associating that anonymity with safety. Tonight, it felt like a thin shield against everything pressing in from the outside world.

“That obvious?” Miller tried to smile and felt it fall flat.

“You texted ‘I’ll tell you when I see you.’ That’s not your usual style.” Astoria hadn’t moved toward her, hadn’t reached for her the way she usually did. She was reading Miller the way she read everyone. “Talk to me.”

Miller crossed the room toward the window and looked out at the city lights beginning to glow against the darkening sky. It was easier to say this without looking at Astoria’s face. “I had coffee with Rachel this morning. She wanted to warn me about something.”

“Warn you about what?”

Miller hated the way Astoria’s voice sounded guarded, as if bracing for impact.

“Valerie.” The name tasted vile. “She’s been asking questions. About me, specifically. Why I really recused, what conflict could have come up mid-case, things like that. She keeps telling Rachel that I would’ve fought harder for her, that things were going better when I was on the case.”

Miller heard Astoria’s sharp intake of breath behind her but didn’t turn around.

“Rachel said Valerie has noticed you seem different lately too. Lighter and less defensive.” Now she did turn, needing to see Astoria’s reaction. “She connected it to when I left the case.”

Astoria had gone very still. It was her tell, the one Miller learned to recognize. When Astoria felt threatened, she didn’t flinch or flee. She froze, every muscle locked down and her face smoothing into something unreadable.

“She doesn’t have proof,” Astoria said, almost like her voice was disembodied. It wasn’t a question.

“Rachel doesn’t think so. If she did, she’d already be using it.” Miller pressed her back against the window frame, needing something solid behind her. “But she’s looking. Rachel said there’s something about her, a kind of relentlessness. Apparently, she doesn’t let things go.”

“No.” Astoria’s voice sounded hollow and tinny. “She doesn’t.”

The words hung between them, heavy with everything Astoria had told her the last time they were together: the years of being surveilled and tracked, the machine that ground you down so slowly and surely you didn’t realize you were disappearing until you were almost gone.

“I’m scared,” Miller admitted. “If she finds out—if anyone finds out—it's not just me. It's you. It’s your reputation, your case. Valerie would just use this as proof that I was compromised and sabotaged your case before I recused myself. None of that is true, of course, but it would look true. And you’d be caught in the middle of it.”

Astoria moved then, finally, crossing the space between them. She stopped just short of touching Miller, her hands hovering at her sides like she wasn’t sure she had permission.

“What do you want to do?” Astoria asked.

“I don’t know.” Miller’s throat felt tight and parched. “We’ve been careful. We’ve gone to different hotels at different times, no patterns. But I keep thinking what if being careful isn’t enough? What if someone’s already seen something? What if⁠—”

“Miller.” Astoria’s hand came up to caress her face, gentle and grounding. “Stop. Breathe.”

Miller closed her eyes and let out a shaky exhale. Astoria’s palm was warm against her skin, her thumb tracing a slow arc across Miller’s cheekbone.

“What do you want me to do?” Miller asked, opening her eyes. “Because if you want to stop, if you think the risk is too high, I need you to tell me. I won’t be the reason your divorce gets thrown into chaos. I refuse to be the weapon Valerie uses against you.”

Something shifted in Astoria’s expression, a crack in the rigid stillness, something raw bleeding through.

“I don’t want to stop,” Astoria said quietly. “I know I should. The safe thing would be to walk away until the case is over. But I—” She stopped, her jaw tightening. “I’m not ready to lose this, whatever this is.”

“Neither am I.”

Astoria’s hand slid down to Miller’s shoulder, gripping it lightly. “We’ll space out the meetings even more and vary everything. We’ll be smarter about it.”

“And if that’s not enough?”

Astoria didn’t answer for a long moment. When she did, her voice was steady, but Miller could hear the fear underneath it, the same fear that had been festering in her own chest all day. “Then we’ll deal with it when it happens. But I’m not giving you up just because Valerie is paranoid.” Her grip tightened. “She’s taken enough from me. She doesn’t get to take this too.”

Miller reached up and covered Astoria’s hand with her own. They stood like that in the fading light, the city humming twenty-one floors below, the weight of everything said and unsaid pressing around both of them.

This was the first time the outside world had really intruded on their own little bubble, leaking through the cracks. Miller could feel it changing the texture of everything: the room, the air, the space between their bodies.

“I’m sorry,” Miller said. “For bringing this here. For making tonight about fear instead of⁠—”

“Don’t.” Astoria cut her off. “Don’t apologize for telling me the truth. I’d rather know.”

She would, Miller realized. After so many years of manipulations, never knowing what was real or calculated, Astoria would always rather know. Even when knowing was terrifying.

Miller leaned forward and pressed her forehead against Astoria’s, their breath mingling in the small space between them.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay, we’ll be more careful. We’ll figure it out.”

“Together,” Astoria whispered so faintly Miller almost didn’t hear it.

“Together,” she echoed.

The word felt like a promise and a plea, and Miller wasn’t sure which one they needed more. Miller could feel Astoria’s pulse beneath her palm where their hands were still joined, quick and unsteady.

“I hate this,” Miller said quietly. “I hate that she’s in my head, even when I’m here with you.”

“She’s good at that.” Astoria’s voice was brittle. “Getting inside heads and taking up space.”

Miller pulled back just enough to look at her. Astoria’s face was drawn, the softness from earlier replaced by something guarded. She looked defensive, like the way she had in those early days.

She couldn’t stand it.

“Hey.” She tilted Astoria’s chin up with her finger gently until their eyes met. “She’s not here. It’s just us.”

“I know.” But Astoria’s gaze flicked toward the door, just for a second, as if expecting it to burst open.

“Astoria, look at me.”

She did, and Miller saw the fear underneath the composure, the way Astoria was holding herself together through sheer force of will. This was what Valerie had done to her. She was unable to feel safe even behind a locked door, twenty-one floors above the city, in a room no one knew they were in.

“She doesn’t get to have this,” Miller said fiercely. “She doesn’t get to be in this room with us, not tonight.”

“Miller—”

“I meant it.” Miller’s thumbs traced along Astoria’s cheekbones. “I’ve spent all day terrified. I don’t want to spend tonight that way too. I want—” Her voice caught. “I just want to be here with you. Just you, no ghosts.”

Astoria’s breath shuddered out of her. Her hands came up to grip Miller’s wrists, holding on like Miller was the only solid thing in the room.

“I don’t know how to turn it off,” Astoria admitted. “The fear. It’s like…she trained me to expect the worst, to always be waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

“I know.” Miller leaned in, pressing her lips to Astoria’s forehead. “I know.”

“I’m so tired of being afraid.”

The words were barely a whisper, cracked at the edges. Miller felt them like a physical ache in her chest.

“Then let me help you forget,” she murmured against Astoria’s skin. “Just for a little while, let me remind you what this is actually about.”

She felt Astoria’s sharp intake of breath and the slight tremble that ran through her.

“What is it about?” Astoria asked, and the question sounded genuine, like she needed to hear Miller say it.

“You. Me. The fact that I cannot stop thinking about you, the fact that when Rachel was warning me this morning all I could think was that I didn’t care what it cost because I wasn’t willing to give this up.” She swallowed hard. “It’s about the way you looked at me that first night, like I was something you'd been waiting for without knowing it,how you make me feel more alive than I've ever felt in my entire life.”

Astoria’s eyes were bright, her composure crumbling. “Miller.”

“I’m here,” Miller said. “I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere. Not tonight, not because she’s paranoid, not because the outside world is complicated and scary. I’m staying.”

Something broke open in Astoria’s expression, the last of her defenses giving way. She surged forward, capturing Miller’s mouth in a kiss that tasted like desperation and relief.

Miller caught her, her hands sliding into Astoria's hair, pulling her closer. The kiss was different from their others; it was harder, more urgent, with an edge of fear underneath that made everything sharper. Astoria's fingers dug into Miller's hips, gripping tight enough to leave marks, and Miller didn't care. She wanted the marks. She wanted proof that this was real, that whatever was coming couldn't erase what they had right now.

They stumbled backward, Miller's shoulders hitting the window she'd been leaning against. The glass was cool through her blouse, a sharp contrast to Astoria's heat pressing against her chest. Astoria's mouth left hers, trailing down her jaw, her neck, her teeth grazing the spot that always made Miller gasp.

“I need—” Astoria’s voice was ragged against her throat. “I need to feel you.”

“I need you.” Miller’s fingers fumbled with the buttons of Astoria’s silk blouse, the fabric slipping like it had a mind of its own, too smooth under her trembling hands. She yanked harder, popping one button free, and Astoria let out a low chuckle that vibrated against Miller’s collarbone. The sound cut through the frantic haze in Miller’s mind, grounding her just enough to keep going.

Rachel’s words echoed faintly, but fuck that. Denying it had been easy; wanting Astoria was impossible to ignore.

Astoria’s hands were already at Miller’s skirt, hiking it up roughly over her hips, bunching the material until it sat like a twisted belt. Miller gasped as Astoria’s thigh pressed between her legs, the tailored slacks rough against her stockings. She could feel the heat radiating from Astoria, that commanding presence now laser-focused entirely on her. Miller clawed at the blouse, finally tearing it open to expose the lace bra underneath, black and stark against Astoria’s skin. She dragged her nails down Astoria’s sides, light scratches that made Astoria hiss and arch closer.

“Fuck, Miller,” Astoria muttered, her breath hot on Miller’s neck. She nipped at the skin there, hard enough to leave a mark, and miller’s head thunked against the window. The glass fogged slightly from her exhale, the harbor lights blurring into a distant smear outside. But all she could focus on was Astoria’s mouth, the way it sucked and bit, sending jolts straight to her core. Miller’s hands roamed lower, fumbling with Astoria’s belt, the metal buckle clinking as she wrestled it free. She shoved her hand inside the slacks, past the waistband of Astoria’s underwear, and found her already wet, her slick fingers sliding easily over the swollen folds.

Astoria bucked against her touch, a sharp moan escaping as Miller circled her clit with urgent strokes. It was messy and desperate, no finesse, just the raw need to feel Astoria unravel by her hands. Miller’s own pussy throbbed in response, aching for the same attention. She pinned Astoria’s hip against the window with her body, their work clothes a tangled barrier that only heightened the frenzy. Astoria’s hand mirrored hers, slipping under Miller’s skirt to cup her through damp panties, her fingers pressing hard against the fabric.

“More,” Miller demanded, her voice breaking. She kissed Astoria fiercely, their tongues clashing in a wet, open-mouthed battle that left them both panting. Astoria’s free hand grabbed Miller’s wrist, guiding her fingers deeper, two sliding inside with a squelch that made Miller’s thighs clench. She pumped them in and out, feeling Astoria’s walls tighten around her, hot and pulsing. Astoria shoved Miller’s panties aside, her fingers plunging straight into Miller’s pussy without warning. The stretch burned so good that Miller’s knees nearly buckled, and she bit down on Astoria’s lower lip to stifle a cry.

They ground against each other, her back against the cool window, her skirt rucked up and Astoria’s blouse half-off. Miller’s shirt hung open, her bra pushed up to expose one breast, her nipple hard and begging. Astoria leaned down to suck it into her mouth, teeth grazing the peak while her fingers curled inside miller, hitting that spot that made stars burst behind her eyelids. Miller’s hand sped up, her thumb rubbing Astoria’s clit in tight circles, and Astoria’s moans vibrated against her skin, muffled but insistent.

The edge built fast, too fast. Miller was already close, her body wound tight from the day’s tension. She clawed at Astoria’s back, her nails digging through the remnants of the blouse, leaving red trails she could feel under her palms. Astoria broke away from her breast with a pop, capturing Miller’s mouth again, kissing her like she was starving. Their hips rocked in sync, fingers thrusting deeper. Miller came first, shattering with a muffled scream into Astoria’s mouth, her pussy clenching around those fingers. Waves of heat crashed through her, legs shaking as she rode it out, still working Astoria relentlessly.

Astoria followed seconds later, her body tensing and a guttural “fuck” tearing from her throat as she shuddered. Miller felt the pulse around her fingers, the gush of wetness coating her hand, and she kept stroking until Astoria slumped forward, her forehead resting on Miller’s shoulder.

But it wasn’t enough.

The yearning clawed at Miller’s insides, feral and unrelenting. She pulled her fingers free, slick and shining, and smeared them across Astoria’s lips before kissing her again, tasting her.

“Bed,” she growled, shoving Astoria toward it.

They stumbled across the room, shedding clothes in a haphazard trail, and Miller kicked off her heels mid-stride. By the time they hit the mattress, they were stripped down to their panties and disheveled shirts, their bodies crashing together in a tangle of limbs.

Miller flipped them so she was on top, straddling Astoria’s hips, grinding her soaked pussy against Astoria’s thigh. The friction was electric, but she craved more; she needed to consume her. She pinned Astoria’s wrists above her head with one hand, the other yanking down Astoria’s bra to expose both breasts. They were full, the nipples dark and erect, and Miller dove in, sucking one while pinching the other, rolling it between her fingers until Astoria writhed beneath her.

“God, yes,” Astoria panted, her lithe body flexing as she tested Miller’s grip. But Miller held firm, releasing her wrist only to trail her hand down Astoria’s stomach, dipping into her panties again. This time, she went slower, teasing the entrance before sliding three fingers in, stretching her wide. Astoria’s back arched, a whine escaping her lips, and Miller fucked her with deliberate strokes, watching her face contort with pleasure.

Astoria’s hands were free now, and she used them to rip Miller’s shirt off completely, tossing it aside. Her nails raked down Miller’s back, hard enough to sting, urging her on. Miller leaned down for another kiss, sloppy and deep, their tongues tangling as she curled her fingers inside Astoria, her thumb flicking her clit. But Astoria bucked up, flipping their positions with surprising strength, and pinned Miller down instead. Astoria’s cheeks flushed and her eyes were dark with hunger as she smirked down at her.

“My turn,” Astoria said, her voice husky. She stripped Miller’s panties off in one swift pull, exposing her fully, then shed her own. Naked now except for the rumpled shirts hanging off their shoulders, they were a mess of sweat-slick skin and desperate touches. Astoria’s mouth trailed down Miller’s body, kissing and biting a path over her ribs and her stomach until she reached the apex of her thighs. But she didn’t go for the core yet. Instead, she hooked Miller’s legs over her shoulders, spreading her wide, and buried her face between Miller’s ass cheeks.

Miller’s breath hitched, shock mixing with the building heat as Astoria’s tongue licked a bold stripe over her asshole. It was intimate in a way that made Miller’s toes curl, her hands fisting the sheets. Astoria rimmed her hole slowly at first, her tongue circling the tight ring, wetting it with broad, flat strokes. Miller had never felt anything like it before, and it drove her wild. She reached down, grabbing Astoria’s hair, and pulled her closer as her hips lifted off the bed.

“Fuck, Astoria, don’t stop,” Miller gasped, her voice raw.

Astoria hummed in response, the vibration sending sparks up her spine. She licked deeper, her tongue pressing inside just enough to tease, while one hand slid up to finger Miller’s pussy again, two fingers thrusting in rhythm with her mouth. The sensations were overwhelming, and Miller’s body trembled, every nerve alight. Astoria’s free hand gripped her thighs, nails digging in, holding her open as her fingers curled to hit that deep spot inside her pussy.

Miller’s orgasm built like a storm, coiling tight in her gut. She ground against Astoria’s face, chasing it. When it hit, it was explosive, her pussy squirting against Astoria’s palm and ass clenching around that probing tongue. She cried out, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure ripped through her until she collapsed, boneless.

Astoria didn’t let up immediately. She withdrew her fingers, licking them clean with a satisfied groan, then kissed her way back up Miller’s body. Miller pulled her into a searing kiss, tasting herself on Astoria’s lips, pussy and ass mingled in a heady mix that made her head spin.

She pushed Astoria onto her back. This time, Miller took full control, a feral edge sharpening her movements. She straddled Astoria’s face, lowering her pussy onto that waiting mouth. Astoria’s hands gripped her ass, pulling her down harder as her tongue thrust between her folds. Miller rocked against her, grinding her clit on Astoria’s nose, the sensation rough and perfect. Astoria’s hums vibrated up into Miller’s core, muffled by her thighs, and Miller clawed at the headboard, her nails scraping the wood. She felt Astoria’s tongue flick her clit then plunge inside. She ground down hard as she shuddered through her release, flooding Astoria’s mouth.

Exhausted, Miller slid down, collapsing beside Astoria. Her body ached in the best way, marked by scratches and bites.

Afterward, they lay tangled together in the wreckage, breathing hard, their skin cooling in the air-conditioned room. Astoria's head was on Miller's chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on Miller's stomach, and for a few minutes, there was nothing but this—the weight of her, the smell of her, the steady rhythm of her breathing slowing.

Miller stared at the ceiling and let herself have it, this small pocket of quiet, this woman in her arms.

But the silence wasn’t the same as other times. Tonight, it felt like the held breath before a raging storm.

She became aware of the clock on the nightstand, its red numbers glowing in the dim room. 10:47. She'd need to leave soon. They both knew the rules, the unspoken agreement that overnight stays were too risky, too traceable. Checkout times and credit card records and hotel staff who might remember faces if given reason to look.

Astoria’s hand stilled on her stomach. “You’re thinking too loud.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Astoria shifted, propping her chin on Miller's chest to look at her. Her eyes were soft but shadowed, the fear not gone, just banked for the moment. “I’m thinking, too, if it helps.”

“About what?”

“About how I don’t want you to leave.” Astoria’s mouth curved, but it wasn’t quite a smile. “About how you’re going to leave anyway and how being smart feels like losing something every time.”

Miller’s chest ached. She reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind Astoria’s ear, letting her fingers linger. “I know. I feel it too.”

10:52. The numbers changed while she watched, another minute gone from their borrowed time.

Astoria must have seen her glance at the clock because she exhaled slowly and pressed a kiss to Miller's collarbone.

“Soon,” Astoria whispered.

“Yeah, soon.”

The fear was back now, settling into the spaces between them, a third presence Miller couldn't banish no matter how hard she tried. Valerie was out there somewhere, asking questions, watching, waiting. And Miller was lying here with the woman she was falling for, counting down the minutes until she had to let go.

She pressed a kiss to the top of Astoria's head and held her a little tighter. Not yet, she thought. Just a few more minutes.

The clock glowed red in the darkness. 10:56.

Time kept moving, whether they were ready or not.
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Chapter 18: Astoria

It’d been four weeks of this, and she still wasn’t used to it.

She thought she would be by now. She thought the intensity would fade into something manageable, something she could tuck away and access when needed before setting it aside again. That was how it had worked with Valerie, back when things were still good between them—or what passed for good—just a physical release that never quite touched anything too deep.

This was nothing like that.

Miller shifted, pressing a lazy kiss to Astoria’s throat before rolling onto her side. Her hand found Astoria’s hip, her fingers tracing idle circles on the bone. The gesture was automatic, the kind of intimate touch that came from knowing someone’s body well enough that you didn’t have to think twice about where to put your hands.

“You’re quiet,” Miller observed.

“I’m always quiet.”

“Different quiet.” Miller looked up at her, studying Astoria’s face in the low light. “Is it good quiet or bad quiet?”

Astoria paused and considered the question, tuning into her thoughts and letting the room’s ambience fill the silence. “Good quiet,” she said eventually. “I think.”

Miller’s mouth curved upward. “You think?”

“I’m not used to this.”

She felt Miller’s hand stop circling on her hip. “Used to what?”

Feeling like this, wanting someone this much, being wanted back without conditions attached, she wanted to say.

“Feeling…settled,” Astoria said again. It was close enough to the truth. “After, I mean.”

Miller was quiet for a moment, then she leaned down and kissed Astoria’s shoulder, soft and unhurried. “I know what you mean.”

She did. That was the terrifying part. Miller understood things Astoria didn't say; she heard the words underneath the words. It should have felt invasive, but it felt relieving, like setting down something heavy she'd been carrying so long she'd forgotten it had weight.

Astoria turned her head to look at her. Miller's hair was a mess, tangled from Astoria's fingers, and there was a flush still high on her cheeks. She looked rumpled and satisfied and completely unguarded, and something in Astoria's chest clenched at the sight.

Remember this, some deep instinct whispered. Pay attention. Be here now.”

She didn’t know where the thoughts came from, only that it felt necessary, like her body had picked up on something that her mind hadn’t caught up to yet.

“What time is it?” Miller asked.

Astoria didn't want to know. Knowing meant acknowledging that this had an end point, that soon she'd have to get dressed and walk out of this room and go back to her empty house and her complicated life. For now, she wanted to stay in this suspended space where nothing existed except the two of them and the sheets tangled around their legs.

“Late enough,” she said.

Miller laughed, a low and warm sound that filled Astoria. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’m giving you.”

“Stubborn.”

“You knew that when you started this.”

Miller’s face softened. “I did. I do, and I’m not complaining.”

Astoria reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind Miller’s ear. The gesture felt dangerously domestic, the kind of thing couples did—real couples, ones who woke up together and made coffee and didn't have to check out of hotel rooms before midnight to avoid leaving a trail.

She pulled her hand back, as if it were burned. “We should probably…”

“I know.” Miller signed but didn’t move. “Five more minutes?” Five more minutes. Astoria could give both of them that. She closed her eyes and let Miller's warmth soak into her skin, memorizing the weight of her, the rhythm of her breathing, the particular way she smelled like sex and expensive hotel soap.

Remember this.

The thought came again, more insistent now. Astoria pushed it away and held on to the moment instead of analyzing it, knowing even as she did that moments like this didn’t last.

They never did.

But this time, five minutes turned into ten, then fifteen. By the time Astoria finally made herself move, the clock on the nightstand read 10:47 p.m.

“I have to go,” she whispered and hated how much she didn’t want to.

Miller stretched beside her, catlike and unhurried. “I know.”

They’d developed a rhythm for this part too. Astoria dressed first while Miller watched from the bed, openly appreciating the view in a way that made Astoria's skin warm even now. Then, there was the goodbye at the door—never rushed, never performative, just a kiss that communicated until next time without either of them having to speak the words.

Tonight, Astoria took longer than usual buttoning her blouse. Her fingers felt clumsy and reluctant.

“Hey.” Miller appeared beside her, still wrapped in the hotel robe. She caught Astoria's hands, stilling them. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Astoria managed a smile. “Just tired.”

“Liar.” But Miller had said it gently without accusation or malice. She finished the rest of the buttons herself, smoothing the fabric over Astoria’s shoulders. “There. Presentable.”

“Thank you.”

“Text me when you get home?”

It was a small thing, the kind of request that should have felt ordinary, but somehow it undid Astoria more than anything else. Valerie had never asked her to text when she got home. Valerie had never cared whether Astoria arrived safely or at all.

“I will,” she said and meant it.

Miller walked her to the door—a part of their routine that was completely unnecessary, almost silly in a hotel room this small—but Astoria had come to crave those extra seconds. Miller's hand found the small of her back as she reached for the handle.

“Goodnight,” Miller said softly.

Astoria turned. Miller was so close, her face tilted up, her lips slightly parted. The robe had slipped off one shoulder, exposing the collarbone Astoria had been kissing only moments before. She looked soft and rumpled and entirely too inviting.

“Goodnight.” Astoria leaned in.

The kiss started gentle, but Miller's fingers curled into Astoria's blazer and pulled her closer and gentle became something else. Astoria's hand came up to cup Miller's jaw, angling her head and deepening the kiss until Miller made that small sound in the back of her throat that always threatened to undo Astoria's resolve entirely.

She was so lost in the moment that she didn’t hear the footsteps until they were almost on top of them. The rattle of wheels on the carpet and quiet clink of glass followed soon after.

Astoria pulled back just as a man in the hotel's burgundy uniform rounded the corner, pushing a room service cart. He was maybe ten feet away when he looked up from his path.

He stopped.

For one frozen moment, nobody moved. Astoria was still in the doorway, one hand on Miller's waist, Miller still pressed against her in a robe that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. There was no way to misread what he was seeing. No way to explain it away as colleagues or friends or any of the flimsy covers they might have tried.

Then Astoria saw it happen: the flicker of recognition in his eyes. The way his gaze sharpened on her face, placed her, and connected her to whatever image he'd seen in the news or the business pages or the society columns documenting Phoenix Ridge's most public divorce.

Astoria Shepry, billionaire CEO, currently embroiled in a vicious legal battle with her estranged wife, and now spotted kissing a woman in a hotel doorway at eleven o'clock at night.

The moment stretched into something endless. Astoria couldn't move, couldn't think, couldn't do anything except watch the calculation happening behind his eyes—what he was seeing, what it meant, what the information might be worth.

Then he dropped his gaze, muttered “excuse me,” and pushed his cart past them down the corridor without looking back.

The spell shattered.

Astoria stepped away from Miller so fast she nearly stumbled. Her heart was hammering against her ribs, her skin suddenly cold and clammy despite the July warmth.

“Astoria—”

“I have to go.” The words came out strangled and wrong. She couldn’t look at Miller’s face, couldn’t stand to see the confusion or concern she’d undoubtedly find there. “I’ll text you.”

She was already down the hallway before Miller could respond, walking too fast, her heels loud against the carpet. She didn’t look back to see if the employee had stopped again, if he was watching, if he’d pulled out his phone to tell someone what he’d seen.

The elevator took forever to arrive. Astoria stabbed the button again, though it was futile, and focused on her breathing—in through the nose, out through the mouth—the same way she’d learned to calm herself during Valerie’s worst episodes, when the world narrowed to survival.

When the elevator doors finally opened, she stepped inside and pressed herself against the back wall. Seventeen floors of silence and her own reflection in the brushed metal doors.

The lobby was quiet. She crossed it without seeing anything, just going through the motions. Outside, the night air hit her like a slap, humid and thick.

She made it to her car before her hands started shaking.

Astoria sat behind the wheel in the dark, gripping the leather steering wheel cover hard enough that her knuckles ached. Her heart was still pounding, had been pounding since the hallway.

He saw us. He saw me kissing her. He knows who I am.

The thoughts came rapid-fire, almost on top of each other.

He knows my face. Everyone knows my face. And Miller— Miller in that robe, Miller pressed against me, Miller making that sound…

She couldn’t breathe. Astoria forced herself to loosen her grip on the wheel. The leather was damp where her palms had pressed against it. She could hear her own pulse in her ears: too fast, too loud.

It might be nothing. Hotel employees saw things all the time. Discretion was part of the job, especially at a place like this—boutique, upscale, the kind of establishment that catered to people who valued privacy. He might not say anything. He might not care.

But…he might.

The thought lodged in her chest like a stubborn splinter.

He might casually mention it to a coworker, post about it online, or worse, see the story to one of those trashy tabloid sites that loved nothing more than a wealthy woman’s downfall. Or he might recognize Miller. Her face had been in the divorce coverage, too, back when Valerie was publicly bitter about her departure from the case.

If he connected them, if he realized who Miller was…

Astoria thought about Miller’s career, her reputation, everything she’d built and worked for, all destroyed because Astoria couldn’t keep her hands to herself in a goddamn doorway.

She should’ve been more careful. They both should’ve, but somewhere in the last month, she’d let herself get complacent and start to believe that wanting something this much might actually be safe.

She knew better, though. She’d always known better.

Astoria sat in the car in the dark parking lot and stared at nothing, the fear she’d been holding at bay for weeks finally catching up to her.

The drive home passed in a blur of streetlights and stop signs. Astoria couldn’t have said which route she took or which turns she made. Her body moved through the motions while her mind stayed frozen in that hallway, watching the employee’s eyes sharpen with recognition.

Her phone buzzed from the passenger seat. She glanced at the screen, seeing Miller’s name glowing in the dark.

“Are you okay?”

Not did you make it home safe. Not goodnight. Miller had seen the same thing Astoria had. She knew.

Astoria pulled into her driveway and sat there, the engine still running as she stared at those three words. She could call. She could hear Miller’s voice, let herself be talked down from this ledge, process the fear together in the way Miller always wanted to process things: openly, honestly, like two people who trusted each other.

But if she called, she’d have to say it out loud. She’d have to put words to the terror clawing at her chest. And once they started talking, really talking, one of them might say what had been hovering at the edges since the beginning: Maybe we should stop. Maybe this was always going to end badly. Maybe we should walk away now before it gets worse.

Astoria wasn’t ready for that conversation.

Because she already knew what she would say. That the fear was real and so was the danger. That employee could destroy everything: her reputation, Miller’s career, the fragile thing they’d built over the last month.

Astoria understood the math; she’d built an empire on calculating risk.

But when she thought about walking away—never touching Miller again, never hearing that low laugh again, never feeling known the way Miller knew her—the math stopped mattering. She’d spent forty-six years protecting herself, building walls and keeping everyone at a distance where they couldn’t hurt her. And where had it gotten her? A failed marriage, an empty house, and a lifetime of being so guarded that she’d forgotten what it felt like to be seen.

Miller saw her, though. She looked past every defense, every mask, and every sharp edge Astoria used to keep people away. And instead of turning that knowledge into a weapon, the way Valerie had, Miller just stayed. She kept showing up and reaching for her like she were a lifeline.

Astoria wasn’t willing to give that up. Not for fear, not for safety, not even to protect herself from what might be coming.

She picked up her phone, her fingers hesitated over the screen. There was so much she could say. I’m terrified. I don’t know what happens next. I’m not ready to lose you. Words that would crack her open, leave her exposed, and start a conversation that would spiral out of her control.

She inhaled sharply and typed, “I’m okay. Home now. We’ll talk soon.”

She sent it before she could second-guess herself. It was the kind of response that bought her time without pushing Miller away. Her phone buzzed again almost immediately.

“Okay, try to sleep. I’m here if you need me.”

Astoria stared at the message until the screen timed out and went dark.
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Chapter 19: Miller

The chicken was almost done when Miller heard Astoria’s name. She’d been standing at the stove, pushing pieces around in the pan without really seeing them, her mind still stuck on the motion she’d spent all afternoon drafting. The television was on for the background noise—some local news program she never actually watched—and she’d tuned it out the way she always did, letting the new anchors’ voices blend into white noise.

But her brain snagged on those two familiar syllables: Shepry.

Miller turned, spatula still in hand.

On the screen, Astoria’s corporate headshot filled the frame. It was the same photo Miller had seen dozens of times. Next to it, in bold red letters: “BREAKING: LEAKED DOCUMENTS REVEAL TURMOIL IN SHEPRY DIVORCE.”

The spatula clattered against the stovetop. Miller crossed to the couch and sank onto the edge of it, reaching for the remote to turn up the volume. The anchor was already mid-sentence.

“—financial records obtained by the Tribune appear to show erratic spending patterns in the months following the separation, including several large cash withdrawals and transfers to accounts not previously disclosed in court filings.”

The screen cut to documents. Miller recognized them immediately. They were the discovery materials, the kind of financial records that would have been exchanged between legal teams months ago. Someone had photographed them and sent them to the press.

“The documents paint a troubling picture,” the anchor continued. “Legal experts say these revelations could significantly impact the ongoing divorce proceedings.”

Miller’s chest had gone tight. The coverage cut to a legal analyst, some talking head she didn’t recognize who was already spinning the narrative.

“What we’re seeing here is a pattern,” he said, gesturing broadly. “These aren’t the actions of a stable CEO. The spending, the timing of these withdrawals, they paint a picture of someone who may not be fit to retain control of a multi-million-dollar company.”

Bullshit. Miller’s hands curled into fists.

Those financial records were divorce expenditures. Astoria had bought a house after she’d moved out of a shared mansion to rebuild her life from scratch, and she was paying two legal teams. Of course her spending patterns changed. Anyone’s would have.

But stripped of context, photographed at unflattering angles, and read aloud by anchors who’d never met Astoria, they became weapons to accuse her of being erratic, volatile, and unfit.

The coverage continued, cycling through the same handful of documents and damning excerpts. Miller sat on the couch frozen, the smell of burning chicken finally registering somewhere in the back of her mind, but she didn’t move to turn off the stove.

Her phone buzzed, then again, then a third time in rapid succession. She glanced at the screen. Texts from colleagues at the firm.

“Have you seen the news?”

“Holy shit, the Shepry case is everywhere.”

“Isn’t this your old case? What happened?”

Miller turned the phone face-down and kept watching. They were showing footage of Shepry Global’s headquarters now, the glass tower downtown that Miller had driven past a hundred times. A reporter stood outside, delivering a breathless update about stock implications and board concerns and what this might mean for the company’s future.

None of it mattered. None of it was the point.

The point was that someone had taken private documents from an ongoing divorce proceeding and handed them to the press. Someone had decided that Astoria Shepry needed to be publicly humiliated and her financial records broadcast to anyone with a television.

And Miller knew exactly who that someone was.

She thought about Valerie in the conference room all those months ago, trying to convince Rachel to present fabricated claims. She remembered her cold fury when Miller had caught the lie. This was what Valerie did: she rewrote reality to fit her narrative, then smiled while she twisted the knife.

And now she was doing it on the evening news, weaponizing private information.

Miller finally got up and went to the kitchen. The chicken was charred on one side, dark-gray smoke rising from the pan. She turned off the burner and moved the pan to the sink, but she didn’t scrape out the food. She just stood there, her hands braced against the counter, staring at the ruined dinner she wasn’t going to eat.

Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was Nadia. “Honey, are you watching the news? Call us if you need to talk.”

Miller’s throat clenched. She typed back a quick response. “I’m okay. Will call tomorrow.” She pressed send, then set the phone face-down again.

She wasn’t okay, really. She was standing in her kitchen while the woman she’d been sleeping with for the past month was being eviscerated on television, and she couldn’t do anything about it. She couldn’t show up at her door, couldn't sit beside her while she weathered this, couldn't acknowledge publicly that she knew Astoria as anything other than opposing counsel on a case she'd stepped away from a month ago.

The news had moved on to weather by the time Miller made it back to the couch. She muted the television and sat in the silence, her mind turning over the same thoughts like stones in a tumbler.

Valerie had surely leaked those documents. Miller was certain of it. No one else would be this calculated, this willing to humiliate Astoria publicly. There was nothing to gain from it.

And if Valerie had done this—if she was willing to go scorched earth with financial records—what would she do if she found out about Miller?

Rachel’s voice echoed in her head. That conversation at the coffee shop, two weeks ago. “She’s asking questions. Looking for ammunition. If there's anything to find, she'll find it.”

Miller had promised to be careful; she had convinced herself that would be enough.

But watching tonight's news, she understood something she hadn't fully grasped before. Valerie’s suspicion had curdled into something more dangerous, and she was hunting. And when Valerie found her prey, she didn't hesitate. She didn't worry about ethics or fairness or collateral damage; she just destroyed.

If Valerie discovered what Miller and Astoria had been doing, she'd claim Miller had sabotaged the case by feeding information to the opposing side. None of it was true, of course, but it wouldn't matter. The accusation alone would be enough to destroy Miller's career, undermine Astoria's credibility, and throw the entire case into chaos.

The affair had become a loaded weapon, and Valerie was searching for it.

Miller picked up her phone, her thumb hovering over Astoria’s name. She wanted to call. She wanted to hear her voice, ask if she was okay, tell her she was coming over. But she could picture what was happening on the other end: lawyers calling, PR teams strategizing, Gloria fielding inquiries while Astoria dealt with the fallout in whatever way she dealt with things. She’d be in full-on crisis mode with all her walls up.

Miller wouldn’t be able to help with any of that. She'd just be one more thing to manage.

She typed out a message instead. “I saw the news. I'm so sorry. I'm here if you need me.”

The response came nearly an hour later. “It's been a long night. Gerald's handling it. I'm okay.”

Only three sentences, all polite and measured, the kind of response you’d send to a colleague. Even though Miller understood that Astoria was in survival mode, her ice queen armor fully in place, it still made her chest ache.

She typed back, “thinking of you,” and left it at that.

The evening stretched into something shapeless. Miller tried to read but couldn't focus, then tried to clean up the kitchen and abandoned it halfway through. She ended up in bed by nine, lying in the dark, staring at the ceiling while her thoughts circled.

She thought about Astoria watching the news alone in that big house on the cliff. The house Miller had never seen because they always met at hotels, always kept things compartmentalized, always told themselves they had it under control.

But they didn’t.

Miller was lying in the dark, holding a secret that could destroy them both, but she didn’t sleep. By morning, she knew what she needed to do. She didn’t want to end it, but she refused to be the weapon Valerie used to destroy Astoria.

The right thing to do was obvious. But doing it was going to shatter her.
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That night, Miller’s GPS led her down a private road that wound through Cliffside, past gated driveways and properties hidden behind exquisite landscaping. Astoria's house sat at the end, perched above the ocean. It had modern architecture, walls of windows catching the last of the evening light, and native plants framing a pathway around the house. It was the kind of place where you could disappear from the world entirely.

Miller parked in the circular driveway and sat for a moment. Through the windshield, she could see the front door—heavy wood, expensive brass hardware—and beyond it, the woman she was about to hurt.

She got out of the car before she could talk herself out of it. The walk to the door felt endless. Her heels struck against the stone pathway, too loud in the evening quiet. No neighbors were visible, no sounds of traffic, just the distant crash of waves against the cliff below and the pounding of her own heart.

She rang the doorbell.

Astoria opened the door within seconds, as if she'd been waiting for her. She was wearing clothes Miller had never seen on her—soft pants, an oversized sweater, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked exhausted. The shadows under her eyes were darker than they'd been two days ago, and her face had that drawn quality that came from too little sleep and too much stress.

“Miller.” Astoria's voice was flat and guarded. Her eyes moved over Miller's face, reading something there. “What's wrong?”

Miller opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She'd rehearsed this in the car, had the words lined up and ready, but standing here—seeing Astoria like this, soft and tired—the speech evaporated. “Can I come in?”

Astoria stepped aside without a word. The interior matched the exterior: open floor plan, floor-to-ceiling windows, furniture that looked like it had been selected by a designer rather than a person. Everything was in muted tones—cream, gray, touches of navy—expensive and tasteful and utterly impersonal. Miller scanned the space for photographs, for books, for any sign that someone actually lived here.

She found almost nothing.

She spotted a laptop on the kitchen island and a single coffee mug in the sink. There was the faint smell of something that could’ve been dinner.

This was where Astoria came home to every night. This beautiful, empty house on a cliff.

“I’ve been dealing with the fallout all day,” Astoria said, moving toward the living room. She didn't sit, just stood by the windows with her arms crossed over her chest. “Gerald thinks we can get ahead of it. The financial records don't actually show anything illegal, just spending patterns that look bad out of context. We're preparing a statement.”

“That’s good.” Miller’s voice sounded strange to her own ears.

“My board is concerned, obviously. The stock dipped three percent this morning, though it's already recovering.” Astoria was talking fast, the way she did when she was trying to control a situation. “The PR team wants me to do an interview, something sympathetic, but I told them⁠—”

“Astoria.”

She stopped and swallowed once before she spoke again. “You didn’t come here to talk about my PR strategy, did you?”

“No.”

Silence hung in the air between them, and Miller couldn't feel anything except the weight pressing down on her chest.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Miller said.

Astoria didn’t move, everything having gone very still.

“The leak,” Miller continued, forcing herself to keep talking. “Valerie did that. You know she did. And if she’s willing to go that far with financial records, if she’s willing to publicly humiliate you just to gain an advantage…” She stopped and took a breath. “She’s looking for something to use against you, against both of us. Rachel warned me weeks ago that Valerie was suspicious and asking questions. Now this.”

“I know.” Astoria’s voice was quiet.

“If she finds out about us, she’ll use it. She’ll say I was feeding you information while I was still on the case, that I sabotaged her from the inside. None of it’s true, but it won’t matter. She’ll drag it into court, into the press, into everything. Your case will get thrown into chaos, and my career will be ruined.” Miller heard her voice crack and hated it. “I can’t be the thing that destroys you.”

Astoria didn’t respond. She just stood there, her arms still crossed and her face as unreadable as ever. The seconds stretched out, heavy and horrible.

“Say something,” Miller whispered.

“What do you want me to say?”

The question felt like she’d been slapped. Miller had expected… Actually, she didn’t know what she’d expected. An argument, maybe, or some kind of pushback. She’d expected Astoria to tell her that she was wrong, that they could figure it out, that she wasn’t going to let Valerie win.

Instead, Astoria was the ice queen Miller had first met in the mediation room, the one who looked through people like they weren’t worth seeing.

“I want you to tell me I’m wrong,” Miller said. “I want you to fight me on this.”

Something flashed across Astoria’s face. Miller couldn’t tell if it was pain or resignation or something else.

“You’re not wrong.” Her voice was flat. “You’re being smart and practical by protecting yourself.”

“I’m protecting us.”

“There is no us.” Astoria’s arms tightened even more around herself. “There can’t be. You just said so yourself.”

Miller felt the words crash against her. She took a step forward then stopped when Astoria didn’t move or reach out for her.

“That’s not—” Miller’s throat closed around the words. “I don’t want this to end, Astoria. I’m not doing this because I want to.”

“I know.”

“Then why aren’t you fighting back?”

Astoria’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, Miller thought she saw something crack in her composure, something raw and desperate trying to claw its way to the surface. But then it was gone just as quickly as it came, smoothed over and locked away.

“Because you’re right,” Astoria said quietly. “This was always going to end. We both knew that. We just let ourselves pretend otherwise.”

Miller stared at her. This wasn’t the same woman who’d opened up to her about Valerie’s abuse, who had trembled in her arms, who had whispered things in the dark that she’d never told anyone. This was someone else, someone who was armored for defense and already retreating behind walls Miller couldn’t climb.

“Astoria, please.”

“You should go.” Astoria’s voice was steady, too steady. “You came here to end this, so end it.”

The words hung in the air between them. Miller felt tears burning behind her eyes and blinked them back, refusing to cry, refusing to fall apart while Astoria stood there like a statue.

She wanted to cross the room, take Astoria’s face in her hands, and make her see that this was killing Miller too. That she wasn’t choosing this because it was the easy way out. That walking away from Astoria was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

I’m falling in love with you.

The words pressed against her teeth, desperate to escape. She swallowed them down.

What good would it do to speak them? Astoria had already made up her mind to not fight or argue or give Miller anything to hold onto. She was letting her go, and Miller couldn’t tell if it was because Astoria didn’t care enough to fight or because she cared too much to ask Miller to stay.

“Goodbye, Astoria,” she whispered.

Astoria nodded. Her face was pale, and her expression looked as if it were carved from stone. “Goodbye, Miller.”

Miller forced herself to turn and walk toward the door, even though everything inside her body was screaming at her to stop. Her hand was on the handle when Astoria’s voice stopped her.

“Miller.”

She looked back. Astoria stood exactly where Miller had left her, silhouetted against the dark windows. She looked smaller somehow, fragile in a way Miller hadn’t seen her before.

“Thank you,” Astoria said softly. “For doing this in person.”

Miller’s throat closed. She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and stepped out into the night. She made it to her car before the tears fell, and she made it three blocks before she had to pull over.

The tears had started in Astoria’s driveway and hadn’t stopped. They blurred the road, the streetlights, the dark shapes of houses. She was driving blind, her hands shaking on the wheel, and some distant part of her brain recognized that she was going to kill herself or someone else if she didn’t stop.

She pulled onto a side street, put the car in park, and left the engine running. She pressed her hands over her face and sobbed in the dark. It wasn’t pretty crying. It wasn’t quiet or dignified or the kind of grief you could tuck away and manage. It was ugly, gasping, the kind of mourning that came from somewhere deep in her chest and ripped its way out. She cried until her throat ached and her eyes burned. She cried until there was nothing left.

Then she sat in the silence and stared at the dashboard.

She’d done the right thing. Of that, she had no doubt. Valerie was poking around and their affair was a loaded weapon waiting to go off, and staying with Astoria would’ve destroyed them both. Miller did what she had to do to protect them.

But it didn’t feel like protection. It felt like she’d carved something essential out of her own chest and left it bleeding on Astoria’s floor.

The clock on the dash read 9:47 p.m. She’d been sitting there for almost twenty minutes. Miller wiped her face with the back of her hand, checked her mirrors, and pulled back onto the road. The drive home passed in a blur of stop signs and traffic lights. She didn't remember any of it.

Her apartment was dark when she got home. She didn't turn on the lights, just locked the door behind her, dropped her keys on the counter, and walked to her bedroom without bothering to get undressed.

She lay in the dark on top of the covers, still in her work clothes, and stared at the ceiling.

The apartment had never felt this quiet or empty before. She'd lived here for three years and had always liked the solitude, the space that was entirely her own. But tonight, it pressed in on her like a weight.

She should eat. Her body felt hollow, but the thought of food made her stomach turn. She should shower and wash away the smell of Astoria’s home on her. She should sleep. Tomorrow, she’d have to get up and go to work and pretend she was fine.

Instead of getting up to eat or shower, Miller closed her eyes.

She thought about Astoria standing by those windows, the way she hadn't fought, the way she'd just let Miller walk out the door.

Astoria’s words, thank you for doing this in person, replayed in her mind. Astoria had said it like Miller was a colleague delivering bad news. Maybe Miller had imagined the connection, the vulnerability, the moments when Astoria had looked at her like she was something precious. Maybe Astoria had been playing a role the whole time, the way she played roles in boardrooms and courtrooms and everywhere else.

But she didn’t believe that. She’d felt what was between them and had seen Astoria cracked open after years of keeping everyone out, but Astoria didn’t fight tonight. Miller didn’t know what that meant.

She turned onto her side and pulled the pillow closer. The tears had dried on her face, tight and itchy, but she didn't get up to wash them off. She stayed in the dark and let herself feel the weight of what she’d lost and the shape of the empty space within her heart where Astoria used to be.
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Chapter 20: Astoria

The elevator doors opened onto the twenty-fifth floor at 5:47 a.m., and Astoria stepped into darkness. Emergency lights glowed at the exits, casting pale pools across the carpet. No one else would arrive for at least another hour: Gloria at seven, the early risers trickling in after that. Astoria walked through the empty reception area without turning on the lights, her heels silent on the plush carpet, and let herself into her office.

She didn’t bother with the overheads, just the desk lamp, its warm circle illuminating her laptop and the stack of files she'd left Friday afternoon. That was before, when she still had something to look forward to after the work was done.

Astoria sat down and opened her laptop.

The weekend had been unbearable. Forty-eight hours of silence in that house, her thoughts circling like vultures over carrion. She'd tried to work from home—spreadsheets, projections, emails that could have waited until Monday—but the quiet kept pressing in. She kept reaching for her phone, expecting a text that wasn't coming.

Work was better. Work was always there for her.

She pulled up the quarterly reports and began to read.

Gloria found her at seven, already deep into a financial analysis she'd technically delegated to Marcus three weeks ago.

“You’re here early.” Gloria stood in the doorway, her coat still on, a coffee in hand.

“Couldn’t sleep.” Astoria didn’t look up from her screen. “I want to review the Cascadia projections before the investor meeting on Wednesday. Marcus’s numbers seemed overly optimistic.”

There was a pause, and Astoria could feel Gloria studying her, the same way Gloria had studied her for the last ten years, cataloguing the signs that something was wrong.

“I’ll get you a coffee,” Gloria said finally.

“I’ve already had two cups.”

“I’ll get you breakfast then.”

“I’m not hungry.”

There was another pause, longer this time, and Astoria forced herself to keep her eyes fixed on the screen until she heard Gloria’s footsteps retreat down the hall.

The numbers in the report blurred. She blinked them back into focus and kept working.

By Wednesday, the new pattern had calcified into a routine: office by five-thirty, meetings starting at eight, lunch delivered to her desk and left untouched until Gloria quietly removed it at two.

She had more meetings, more calls, more problems to solve that weren’t her own heart. She always got back home after ten, sometimes eleven, and her sleep came in fragments—two hours here, three hours there, never deep enough to dream.

The investor meeting went flawlessly. Astoria stood at the head of the conference table in her sharpest suit, the Cascadia development plans projected behind her, and delivered a presentation that made three venture capitalists reach for their checkbooks. She answered every question with precision. She smiled at the right moments and sustained eye contact that communicated confidence.

No one in that room would have guessed she was running on caffeine and spite.

Afterward, Gerald caught her in the hallway.

“Astoria.” He fell into step behind her, his silvery hair catching the fluorescent light. “I wanted to update you on the case. Rachel Hartwell’s team has filed their pre-trial motions and⁠—”

“I don’t need updates.” The words came out sharper than she intended. She kept walking, her stride too fast and her heels clicking an irritated rhythm. “That’s what I pay you for.”

Gerald’s eyebrows rose slightly. “You’ve always wanted to be kept informed.”

“The situation has changed.” She stopped at the elevator, stabbing the button more times than needed. “Handle it and bill me. I don’t want to hear about it unless something requires my direct attention.”

She could feel the heat of his eyes on her. Gerald had been her attorney long enough to know when she was deflecting, to notice she hadn’t asked a single question about strategy or timelines, and definitely to notice that she flinched, almost imperceptibly, when he said Rachel Hartwell’s team.

The elevator dinged open, and Astoria stepped inside. “Let me know if I’m needed.” The doors closed between them.

Thursday morning, Astoria stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and assessed it. She had dark circles beneath her eyes, visible even through expensive concealer expertly applied. Her cheekbones were sharper than they’d been a week ago from dropping weight because she was forgetting to eat. Her skin had a grayish cast under the bright vanity lights, the look of someone who was running on empty.

She looked like hell, like someone who was falling apart.

Good thing appearances are a performance, she thought grimly. And I’ve always been an excellent performer.

She finished applying her makeup, dressed in a blazer and slacks that fit slightly looser than it had last Monday, and drove to the office in silence.

The day passed in a blur of meetings: finance review at nine, conference call with the Portland property managers at ten-thirty, and an afternoon consumed by contract negotiations that required every ounce of focus she could muster.

Between meetings, alone in her office, the mask slipped.

She caught herself staring at nothing, her fingers frozen over her keyboard. Another time, she reached for her phone to text, “Saw the most ridiculous headline today. Made me think of—” Her thumbs stilled when she realized there was no one to text.

Astoria deleted the letters one by one, watching them vanish from the screen, then she set her phone face-down on her desk and pulled up another spreadsheet.

At six o’clock, Gloria appeared in her doorway. “Nancy Ballard called. She wants to see you tomorrow. She said she’ll be in the building for another meeting and asked if you had thirty minutes.”

Nancy Ballard: board member for sixteen years, self-made tech fortune, one of the few people in Astoria’s professional life who’d earned something akin to respect. They weren’t friends—Astoria didn’t have friends—but Nancy had always been direct with her in a way that felt almost like honesty.

“Fine,” Astoria said. “Put her on my calendar.”

Gloria lingered a few beats after the implied dismissal. “You should go home and get some rest.”

“I have work to do.”

“Astoria.” Gloria’s voice softened in a way that made something twist in Astoria’s chest. “Whatever happened, you can’t keep this up. You’re going to burn out.”

For a moment, Astoria almost told her. She almost let the words spill out—I met someone, I let someone in, she left, everyone leaves, Valerie was right about me—but the impulse died as quickly as it rose. What good would it do? Gloria couldn’t fix this; nobody could.

“I’m fine,” Astoria said. She looked up to find Gloria still watching her. “I’ll leave by eight. Promise.”

She left at ten-thirty, driving home through empty streets to a dark house that still smelled faintly of the lilies she’d thrown out three days ago because they reminded her of Miller’s perfume.

She didn’t cry. She hadn’t cried since Friday night, standing in her living room after Miller’s taillights had disappeared down the driveway. The tears had come then—hot and furious, the kind of crying that left her throat raw and her eyes swollen—and then they’d stopped and nothing she did could make them start again.

The numbness was almost worse. At least tears meant feeling something.

Astoria poured herself a glass of wine, drank half of it standing at the kitchen counter, and went to bed without dinner.

Tomorrow, Nancy Ballard would look at her and see exactly what Gloria saw, what Gerald saw, what everyone who looked closely enough could see: that Astoria Shepry was crumbling apart.

She’d have to perform harder, build the walls higher, and become so perfectly controlled that no one could find the cracks.

It was the only way she would survive this.
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The next afternoon, Astoria was summoned to the small conference room on the twenty-fourth floor. Nancy Ballard was already waiting when Astoria arrived, standing at the window with her arms crossed and her sleek black hair pulled back in her usual, no-nonsense twist. She turned when Astoria entered, and her eyes did a quick sweep before her expression settled into something guarded.

“Close the door,” Nancy said.

Astoria did, then gestured toward the table. “Gloria said you wanted thirty minutes. I have a call at three, so⁠—”

“Sit down, Astoria.”

It wasn’t a request. Nancy had built a tech empire from nothing, sold it for nine figures, and spent the last decade serving on boards and funding startups run by women. She didn't tolerate nonsense, and she didn't waste time on pleasantries when something needed to be said.

Astoria complied.

Nancy took the chair across from her, close enough that Astoria couldn’t avoid her gaze. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Astoria pretended to be interested in the dust motes floating in a sunbeam slanting in through the window.

“What’s going on with you?” Nancy asked.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t.” Nancy’s voice was sharp. “I’ve known you for thirteen years. I watched you build this company from a handful of properties into something extraordinary. I’ve seen you handle hostile takeover attempts, market crashes, and a global pandemic without breaking a sweat.” She leaned forward. “And yet, I’ve never seen you like this.”

Astoria kept her face neutral. “The divorce has been demanding, but I’m managing it.”

“You're not managing anything. You're drowning.” Nancy held up a hand, ticking off points on her fingers. “You've lost weight, visible even in a week. You're in this building before dawn and after midnight. Marcus tells me you're redoing analyses he's already completed. Jennifer says you seemed distracted in Wednesday's investor meeting, even though you performed well enough to close the deal.” She dropped her hand. “Something happened, and it's affecting everything.”

The words landed like blows, each one hitting home and unavoidable. Astoria felt her walls straining, the architecture of control threatening to buckle under the weight of someone actually seeing her.

“I’m handling it,” she said and hated how thin her voice sounded.

“You’re not handling it. You’re running away from it, whatever ‘it’ is.” Nancy’s gaze softened uncharacteristically, just slightly. “I don’t know what happened and I don’t need to know, but I’ve watched enough people self-destruct to recognize the signs. And you’re showing all of them.”

Astoria looked away, fixing her eyes on the window and the gray harbor just beyond. Her throat felt tight. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

“Here’s what I do know,” Nancy continued. “Valerie wants you to fall apart. She wants you to lose focus, make mistakes, and give her ammunition. Every day you spend barely functioning is a day she gets closer to winning.” She paused. “Is that what you want? To hand her everything you’ve built because you couldn’t hold yourself together?”

The words struck something deep. Astoria’s hands curled into fists beneath the table. “No,” she said quietly.

“Then get it together.” Nancy’s voice wasn’t cruel, but it wasn’t gentle either. It was the voice of someone who’d survived her own battles and knew what it took. “Whatever this is, it’ll pass. But only if you survive it and don’t let it take you down.”

Astoria forced herself to meet Nancy’s eyes. “And if I can’t?”

“You can.” Nancy held her gaze. “You’re the strongest person I know, Astoria. You clawed your way out of nothing and built an empire. You survived a marriage with a woman who tried to break you. You’ll survive this too, but not like this. Not by running yourself into the ground and pretending you’re fine when anyone with eyes can see you’re not.”

Astoria felt something cracking inside her chest, something that wanted to break open and spill out all the pain she’d been holding at bay, including the knowledge that Valerie had been right all along: she was impossible to love, and everyone who got close enough to see it eventually left.

She swallowed all of it down, locked it away, and built the wall one brick higher.

“Thank you,” Astoria said, and her voice was more controlled. “I appreciate your concern.”

Nancy studied her, her eyes narrowing. Astoria could see the calculation behind her eyes, whether to push harder or let it go. Finally, Nancy sighed and stood.

“Take care of yourself,” she said. “Whatever happened, it’s not worth losing everything you’ve built. And for what it’s worth, whoever she was, she wasn’t worth this either.”

Astoria’s breath caught. She didn’t dare ask how Nancy knew. It didn’t matter.

The door clicked shut, and Astoria was alone. She sat in the empty conference room and let the silence press in around her. Her hands were shaking—when had that started?—and her eyes burned with tears that wouldn't fall.

Nancy was right. She was falling apart, and everyone could see it. She wasn’t fooling anyone. If she didn’t pull herself together, Valerie would win. The company, the divorce, the narrative—all of it would slip through her fingers while she drowned in grief over a woman who had chosen to walk away.

She refused to let that happen.

She stood taller and straightened her blazer before walking back to her office. She had work to do and a mask to perfect until no one—not Nancy, not Gloria, not anyone—could see the wreckage underneath.

If survival was all she had left, then she would survive. She’d been doing it her whole life.
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Chapter 21: Miller

The coffee had gone cold in her hands. Miller stared at it, trying to remember when she’d poured it. The mug was the blue one from her desk, the one a client had given her two years ago, so at some point, she must have walked to the break room and filled it.

She just couldn’t recall doing it.

That had been happening a lot lately. There were gaps in the day where she moved through the motions without being present for them. She’d find herself at her desk with no memory of the drive to work or standing in her kitchen at night with an open refrigerator, unsure of how long she’d been there or what she’d been looking for.

The conference room was too bright, the afternoon sun blinding. The legal pad in front of her was blank except for the date. She’d written that much at least.

Rachel had asked her to sit in on the strategy session with Valerie. “Fresh eyes,” she’d said, and Miller had agreed before the words fully registered. Now she was here, waiting for Valerie, and the room felt somehow distant, like she was watching it through glass.

It’d been two weeks since she had driven away from Astoria’s house, and the world had kept moving without her. Cases got filed, hearings got scheduled, and the summer sun rose and set. Everything continued exactly as before, and Miller couldn’t understand how that was possible when nothing felt the same.

The door opened, and Valerie swept in.

She was immaculate as always, wearing a cream silk blouse, tailored black slacks, and gold jewelry that caught the light. Her brunette hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, and her makeup was flawless. She looked like a woman who had never suffered a single inconvenience in her life.

Her gaze found Miller immediately, and something cold flickered behind her eyes.

“Miller.” She said her name like an accusation. “I didn’t realize you’d be joining us.”

“Rachel asked me to consult.” Miller kept her voice neutral. “To give a fresh perspective.”

“How very…generous of you.” Valerie’s smile didn’t reach her eyes as she took her seat, claiming the space the way she always did. “Considering you abandoned my case when I needed you the most.”

Rachel cleared her throat. “Let’s focus on the matter at hand. We’re three weeks out from the trial, and I want to review our strategy.”

The next twenty minutes were a recitation of facts Miller already knew. The settlement talks had stalled; Astoria’s team wasn’t budging on the company valuation, and Gerald Bracks had made it clear his client would go to trial before accepting Valerie’s demands. The document leak hadn’t produced the public outcry Valerie had hoped for, and the accusations against Miller had gone nowhere.

Miller watched Valerie’s face as Rachel spoke. The mask was slipping. Beneath the polished surface, something desperate was starting to show—a tightness around the mouth, a sharpness in the eyes. Valerie was losing, and she knew it.

“We need a new approach,” Valerie said when Rachel finished. “Something that will destroy her credibility before she takes the stand.”

Rachel’s expression remained neutral. “What did you have in mind?”

“I have information.” Valerie leaned forward slightly, and her voice dropped conspiratorially. “Personal information about Astoria’s mental state. Things I observed during our marriage that paint a very different picture than the one she presents to the world.”

Miller’s pen stilled against the legal pad.

“What kind of information?” Rachel asked.

“Erratic behavior, emotional instability, episodes where she would be completely irrational, even dangerous.” Valerie’s hands spread in a gesture of reluctant honesty. “I didn’t even want to bring this up—it feels like a betrayal, even now—but if she’s going to sit in that courtroom and pretend to be the victim, the judge needs to know who she really is.”

Miller felt like she just plunged her entire body in ice water.

She knew Astoria. She’d held her in the dark, had watched her fight to let down her walls, had seen the way Valerie’s manipulation had convinced her she was broken and unlovable. The woman Valerie was describing—unstable, erratic, dangerous—wasn’t Astoria. It was the version of Astoria that Valerie had spent their entire marriage trying to create.

“Can you be more specific?” Rachel asked. “What kind of episodes are we talking about?”

“There was a time she threw a glass at the wall during an argument. Another time, she locked herself in her office for two days and refused to speak to anyone. She would go through these periods where she barely ate, barely slept—” Valerie shook her head in practiced sorrow. “I tried to get her help, but she refused. She said I was imagining things, that I was the one with problems. Classic deflection.”

Miller’s stomach churned. This was it. This was exactly what Valerie had done throughout the marriage: taken Astoria's pain, her exhaustion, her attempts to survive the relationship, and reframed them as evidence of instability. And now she wanted to do it again, in open court, where Astoria would have to sit and listen while her ex-wife painted her as unhinged.

“Can any of this be verified?” Miller asked.

Valerie’s head snapped toward her. “Excuse me?”

“The episodes you’re describing, are there witnesses? Documentation? Medical records?”

“I was her wife. I witnessed them.”

“That makes you a party to the case, not an objective source.” Miller met Valerie's gaze steadily. “If we present claims about Ms. Shepry's mental state without corroborating evidence, we're asking the judge to accept your interpretation as fact. That's a character assassination dressed up as a legal argument. At best, the judge ignores it. At worst, it backfires and destroys your credibility instead of hers.”

Valerie’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not even on this case anymore. Why are you here?”

“Miller works at this firm,” Rachel said evenly. “I asked for her input.”

“Her input seems remarkably biased toward my ex-wife.”

“My input is based on six years of practicing family law.” Miller's voice stayed calm, but something hot was building in her chest. “I've seen what happens when attorneys present unsubstantiated claims about an opposing party's mental fitness. Judges don't like it. Juries don't like it. And when the claims can't be proven, it makes the accusing party look desperate and vindictive.”

“I’m telling you what I experienced⁠—”

“The court doesn't care about your experience. It cares about evidence.” Miller set her pen down. “If you can't prove these claims, presenting them is potentially defamatory. And if Rachel stands up in court and makes accusations she knows she can't substantiate, that's an ethical violation.”

The silence that followed was sharp enough to cut.

Valerie turned to Rachel, her composure cracking visibly now. “Are you going to let her speak to me like this? She recused herself. She has no right⁠—”

“She’s not wrong.” Rachel’s voice was quiet but firm. “Can you prove any of this, Valerie? Documentation, witnesses, anything beyond your own personal account?”

“It’s what I lived through.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Valerie’s jaw tightened. For a long moment, she didn’t answer, then she said, “It’s my interpretation of what happened. My truth.”

“Then we can’t use it.” Rachel closed her folder with a soft snap. “We’re going to win the case on facts, not fabrication. I won’t risk my license or this firm’s reputation on claims we can’t back up.”

“This is my case.” Valerie’s voice rose sharply. “My divorce, my money. You work for me.”

“And this is my firm.” Rachel didn’t flinch. “My license, my ethics. I’ll fight for you with everything I have, but I won’t lie for you. That’s not what you hired me to do.”

Valerie stood so abruptly her chair scraped against the floor. She grabbed her bag, her movements were jerky with barely contained fury. “I should have known,” she said, her voice icy enough to freeze. “The moment Miller recused herself, I should have found new representation. You're all protecting her. Every single one of you.”

She strode toward the door.

“Valerie—” Rachel started.

But the door slammed behind Valerie hard enough to rattle the blinds.

Silence settled over the conference room. Miller stared at the legal pad in front of her, at the notes she’d stopped taking halfway through the meeting.

Rachel exhaled slowly. “Well, that happened.”

“I’m sorry,” Miller said. “I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“You shouldn’t have, what? Pointed out that she was asking us to commit an ethical violation?” Rachel shook her head. “You were right. I knew it the moment she started talking about ‘mental instability.’ I just needed someone else to say it first.”

Miller didn’t respond. She slipped her hands underneath her legs.

“She really hates you now.” Rachel was watching her with that particular expression, the one that meant she was seeing more than Miller wanted her to see. “Not just dislike. Genuine hatred.”

“I know.”

“Do you want to tell me what this is really about?”

The question hung in the air between them. Miller thought about all the things she could say. I fell in love with your client’s ex-wife. I know those claims are lies because I know Astoria in ways never did, never could, never wanted to.

“I can’t,” Miller said finally. “I’m sorry. I wish I could.”

Rachel nodded slowly. She didn’t push—she never did—but something in her eyes said she understood more than what Miller was saying.

Rachel paused at the door. “For what it’s worth, you did good work on this case before you left. Whatever happens in that courtroom, you should be proud of that."

“Thank you.” Miller meant it more than she could say.

Then she was gone, and Miller was alone. The conference room felt too quiet, and Miller sat motionless staring at nothing.

She couldn’t save her relationship. She couldn’t find a way to have both love and integrity, but she’d stopped Valerie from using lies to destroy Astoria in court. She’d spoken up when she could’ve stayed silent, refusing to let the woman she loved be painted as unstable and dangerous by the person who’d spent so long trying to break her.

It was a small victory, but it didn’t fill the hollow space in her chest or make the nights any easier. But it was something.

Eventually, the ache would fade. Eventually, she’d stop reaching for her phone to text someone who wasn’t there. Eventually, Astoria would become a memory instead of a wound.

Miller didn’t believe any of it, but she’d keep going anyway because that’s what you did. You survived. You got through it. You held onto whatever small victories you could find and tried to make them enough.

She pushed through the stairwell door and headed down to her office, alone.
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Chapter 22: Miller

The dress was all wrong.

Miller stared at herself in the bathroom mirror, tugging at the neckline of the green wrap dress she'd bought two years ago for a colleague's wedding. It was supposed to be flattering—Sienna had said it brought out her eyes—but tonight it just looked like she was trying too hard. Which she was. Which was the whole problem.

It’d been a full three weeks since she’d driven away from Astoria’s house with tears streaming down her cheeks. Twenty-one days of getting up, going to work, coming home, and lying awake in the dark. She'd lost seven pounds without meaning to. Her running times had gotten faster because she couldn't seem to stop pushing, couldn't find the pace that used to feel meditative instead of punishing.

And tonight, she was going on a date.

Lisa from the civil litigation department had cornered her in the break room on Monday, bright-eyed and conspiratorial. "I know someone perfect for you. Smart, funny, gorgeous—she's a corporate attorney at Whitfield & Holt. Recently single. I really think you'd hit it off."

Miller had said yes before she could think about it. Maybe that was what she needed: proof that she could feel something for someone else. Proof that what she'd had with Astoria wasn't the only possibility, just a possibility, one she'd closed the door on for good reasons.

She gave her reflection one last look, grabbed her keys, and left before she could change her mind.
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The restaurant was called Barlow's, a farm-to-table place in the redeveloped warehouse district that Miller had walked past dozens of times without ever going in. It had white brick walls, Edison bulbs, reclaimed wood tables—the kind of place that charged eighteen dollars for a salad and called it "curated."

Cara was already there when Miller arrived, seated at a table near the window with a glass of white wine. She stood when she saw Miller approaching, and Miller's first thought was: Lisa wasn't wrong.

Cara had dark hair cut in a sharp bob, angular cheekbones, and a smile that was warm without being eager. She wore a rust-colored silk blouse and moved like someone who was comfortable in her own skin. She was objectively beautiful, objectively exactly the kind of woman Miller should be interested in.

“Miller?” Cara extended her hand. “I'm so glad you came. Lisa's told me a lot about you.”

“All good things, I hope.” The words came out on autopilot. Miller shook her hand—firm grip, smooth palm—and felt nothing.

They sat, scanned the menu, then ordered their meals. Cara asked about Miller’s practice area, and Miller heard herself explaining family law, the balance between litigation and mediation, and how she'd gotten into it. Cara was a good listener, leaning in at the right moments and asking follow-up questions that showed she was paying attention.

“That must be emotionally draining,” Cara said, “being in the middle of people’s worst moments.”

“It can be.” Miller took a sip of wine she didn’t taste. “But there’s something satisfying about helping people through it and finding a path forward.”

“Lisa mentioned you're passionate about it. She said you're one of the most principled attorneys she knows.”

Miller’s chest tightened. Principled. She thought about hotel rooms and secret meetings and all the lines she'd crossed anyway. “That's kind of her.”

Their appetizers arrived. Cara had ordered the burrata with fresh tomatoes, basil, and olive oil; Miller had ordered a beet bruschetta with goat cheese that she picked at without really eating it. The conversation flowed easily enough, and they talked about Cara's work in mergers and acquisitions, a funny story about a client who'd tried to negotiate deal terms in the middle of his daughter's ballet recital, and her recent trip to Portugal.

Miller laughed in the right places and asked questions. But underneath it all, there was nothing. No spark, no flutter, no moment where the air changed or her pulse quickened or she caught herself leaning closer without meaning to. Cara touched her arm to emphasize a point, and Miller felt the pressure of her fingers without any of the electricity that should have followed.

She kept waiting for it to kick in, for something to shift and the switch to flip the way it had with Astoria. Instead, she found herself listing all the ways Cara wasn't Astoria. The way Cara's laugh was bright and easy instead of rare and startling. The way her gaze was warm but didn't feel like being seen all the way through. The way conversation required effort—pleasant and good, but effort all the same—instead of feeling like something inevitable.

The entrees came. Miller cut her salmon into smaller and smaller pieces.

“You okay?” Cara asked. “You seem a little distant.”

“I’m sorry.” Miller set down her fork. “It’s been a long few weeks at work. I’m not great company tonight.”

“You’re fine.” Cara smiled, but there was something knowing in her eyes. “Though I’m getting the sense this might not be the right timing.”

Miller should have denied it. She should have rallied, tried harder, and given this a real chance. Cara was smart and kind, normally exactly her type, but she couldn’t make herself pretend anymore.

“I think you might be right,” Miller said quietly. “I’m sorry. That’s not fair to you.”

Cara studied her for a moment. “Someone else?”

Miller’s throat constricted as she managed a nod.

“Recent?”

“Recent enough.”

Cara reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Then you shouldn’t be here. You should be wherever she is.”

“It’s complicated.”

“It usually is.” Cara picked up her wine glass. “For what it's worth, whoever she is, I hope it works out. You seem like someone who deserves to be happy.”

Miller paid the check over Cara’s protests. They said goodbye on the sidewalk with a brief hug that felt like what it was: two strangers who would remain strangers. Then Cara walked toward her car and Miller walked toward hers and the night blanketed around her.

She sat in the driver’s seat without starting the engine yet. The parking lot was half-empty, the streetlights casting orange pools on the asphalt. Through the restaurant window, she could see their table being cleared, the evidence of the evening erased like it had never happened.

For three weeks, she’d told herself she’d get over it and the ache would fade. She believed that if she just kept moving forward, eventually she would stop feeling like she’d left something vital behind.

It wasn’t working.

Miller pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and sat in the silence, alone with the truth she’d been running from: she wasn’t going to get over Astoria. Not in three weeks, not in three months, maybe not ever.

She started the car and drove home through the empty streets, the radio off and the windows up.

Tomorrow, she’d go through the motions and try again, but tonight, she would let herself feel the full weight of what she had lost.
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The next evening, Miller drove to the trailhead outside town.

She’d been here hundreds of times—the forest path that wound through Douglas firs and Western red cedars, the packed dirt trail that followed the ridge before looping back down toward the parking lot. It was four miles if she took the short route, seven if she pushed to the overlook. Tonight, she needed the seven.

The air was thick with the late July heat, the kind that didn’t break even after the sun dipped below the treeline. Miller stretched against her car, laced up her running shoes tighter than necessary, and started moving before her body was ready.

The first mile felt like a punishment. Her legs burned, her lungs protested, and sweat soaked through her tank top before she'd even reached the first switchback. She pushed harder anyway, her feet pounding against the dirt, trying to outrun the restlessness that had been crawling under her skin since last night.

The date, Cara’s knowing smile, the way she said, “You should be wherever she is.”

Miller forced herself to run faster.

The second mile blurred into the third. The trail climbed, and her thighs screamed. She welcomed it—the physical pain simpler than everything else, something she could measure and push through and eventually leave behind. A bird startled from the underbrush. Her breathing turned ragged. The trees pressed close on either side, the evening light filtering green and gold through the canopy.

She thought she could do this. Move on, find someone else, prove to herself that what she’d had with Astoria was just one chapter in a much longer story.

But sitting across from Cara last night, she’d felt the truth she’d been avoiding settle into her bones: there was no moving on. There was no someone else. There was only this: the hollow ache that had taken up residence in her chest, the space that used to be filled with stolen hours and whispered conversations.

The trail crested at the overlook. Miller stopped, putting her hands on her knees as her lungs gasped for air. The valley spread out below her, the distant lights of Phoenix Ridge just starting to flicker on in the dusk. She'd stood here dozens of times, watching the sunset, feeling small in a way that was comforting.

Tonight, it just felt empty.

She sank down onto a boulder at the trail’s edge, her legs shaking from the excruciating climb and the sweat cooling on skin. The forest sounds crept back in: birds settling, insects humming, the rustle of wind through branches.

And then, without any warning, she was crying.

Not the desperate, gasping sobs from that night in her car when the wound had been fresh and bleeding. This was something quieter, deeper, the kind of crying that came from acceptance and grief rather than shock.

She loved Astoria. Not “was falling for” or “had feelings for” or any of the softer words she had used to keep herself, and her heart, at a safe distance. She was in love with her, completely and irrevocably, in a way she’d never been in love with anyone before.

And she had ended it.

Miller dug the heels of her hands against her eyes, but the tears kept coming. She sat on the boulder as the sky darkened from gold to purple to deep blue, and she let herself feel all of it—the loss, the yearning, the terrible certainty that she’d done the right thing and it didn’t matter because the right thing had cost her everything.

The night sounds grew louder around her, and somewhere in the distance an owl hooted. Miller’s breathing slowly steadied as the tears tapered off until she was just sitting in the dark, wrung out and raw and strangely clear.

She’d spent three weeks pretending she could outrun this, waiting for the feelings to fade, and telling herself that it’d get easier the more time that passed.

But it wasn’t going to get easier. Astoria wasn’t someone she could just get over. She was someone Miller had lost, and not the kind you left behind.

Miller wiped her face with the hem of her shirt and stood on unsteady legs. The trail back down would be harder in the dark, but she’d run it enough times to know the footing by feel alone.

She started the descent by walking, then jogging, then running again. Not away from anything this time, just letting her body do what it knew how to do while her mind settled into something that felt almost like peace.

She couldn’t have Astoria. That door was closed, and she’d been the one to close it. But she could stop pretending it didn’t matter and stop running from the truth.

Miller’s apartment was dark when she got home. She showered without turning on the bathroom light, letting the hot water work the knots out of her calves and shoulders, then pulled on an old t-shirt and shorts and stood in her kitchen without knowing what to do next.

The refrigerator hummed, and the clock on the microwave read 9:47. She should eat something—she couldn't remember what she'd had for lunch, or if she'd had lunch at all—but the thought of food made her stomach turn.

She picked up her phone instead.

Her moms answered the video call on the second ring, Harper's face appearing first before Nadia crowded into the frame. They were on the couch, the familiar living room visible behind them.

“There you are,” Harper said. “We were starting to think you’d forgotten our number.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Miller carried the phone to her own couch, tucking her legs underneath her. “It's been a rough few weeks.”

“We figured.” Nadia leaned closer to the screen, her eyes soft with concern. “You look exhausted, sweetheart.”

Miller didn’t bother pretending she was fine; they’d see through it anyway.

“It ended,” she said. “With Astoria. A few weeks ago.”

Neither of them looked surprised. Harper and Nadia exchanged one of their silent looks.

“What happened?” Harper asked.

“The situation got too dangerous. Valerie was suspicious, and there were accusations flying around. If anyone found out about us, it would've destroyed both of us, so I ended it.”

“You ended it,” Nadia repeated gently. “Not her.”

“She would have let it keep going. She was willing to risk everything.” She took a deep breath. “I couldn’t let her do that, not for me.”

The silence on the other end of the line was heavy with understanding.

“That must have been incredibly hard,” Nadia said.

“It was the right thing to do.” Miller heard the flatness in her own voice. “I keep telling myself that like a mantra, that it was the right thing.”

“But it doesn’t feel like the right thing?” Harper asked.

“No. It feels like I ripped out my own heart.” Miller laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You know, I tried to go on a date last night. Lisa from work set me up with someone. She was great and smart and beautiful. And I felt absolutely nothing.”

“Oh, honey.” Nadia’s voice was soft.

“I sat across from this perfectly lovely woman, and all I could think about was how she wasn't Astoria, how no one is ever going to be Astoria.” Miller wiped at her face with the back of her hand. “I went for a run tonight, and I ended up sobbing on a trail in the dark like some kind of disaster.”

“That doesn’t make you a disaster,” Harper said. “That makes you human.”

“I’m in love with her.” The words spilled out of her before Miller could censor them. “I’m completely in love with her, and I walked away, and I don't know how to make that stop hurting.”

On the screen, Miller watched Harper reach for Nadia's hand, their fingers intertwining naturally.

“You don’t,” Nadia said finally. “You don’t make it stop hurting, I mean. You just feel it and let yourself grieve. Eventually, it’ll become something you can carry instead of something that crushes you.”

“How long does that take?”

“As long as it takes.” Nadia’s smile was tinged with sadness. “There’s no shortcut for grief, sweetheart. I wish there was.”

Miller nodded, even though the answer wasn’t what she wanted to hear.

“For what it’s worth,” Harper said, “I’m so proud of you.”

“For falling apart?”

“For doing the hard thing and protecting someone you love, even when it cost you your heart.” Harper’s gaze was steady. “That takes a kind of courage most people don't have.”

She felt more hollowed out than courageous, but she held onto the words anyway, tucking them somewhere she could find them later.

“Come to dinner this weekend,” Nadia said. “I’ll make that chicken paprikash dish you like. You can sit on the couch and let us take care of you for a few hours.”

“That sounds good.” Miller managed a small smile. “I’d like that.”

They talked for a few more minutes about easier, lighter things. After she hung up, Miller sat in the dark for a long time and thought about what Harper had said about doing the hard thing.

She’d done the right thing. She had to believe that because the alternative—that she’d thrown away something real for nothing—was unbearable.

She couldn’t do anything for Astoria now. The trial was in two weeks, and all she could do was trust that Rachel would use the work Miller had done before recusing herself. Trust and wait and keep living in the meantime.

A stack of case files sat on her desk—her actual cases, the ones she'd been neglecting for weeks. Her clients deserved better than a lawyer who was falling apart. Miller pulled the first file toward her and opened it.

It wasn't enough. It would never be enough. But it was what she had.
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Chapter 23: Astoria

The wine glass slipped from her fingers. Astoria watched it fall in what felt like slow motion—the stem rotating, the bowl catching the last gray light from the windows—and then it hit the kitchen tile and shattered. Dark red wine splashed across the white floor, pooling between the shards like something wounded.

She should clean it up. Get the broom and some paper towels, then wipe away the evidence of her carelessness before it stained the grout. That's what she would normally do. That's what the controlled, competent Astoria Shepry would do.

Instead, she stood there.

The house was silent around her. It had been four weeks of holding herself together at work, in meetings, in front of Gloria and the board and everyone who watched her for signs of weakness.

She was so tired of holding herself together.

The wine crept slowly across the tile, finding the spaces between the broken pieces. Astoria stared at it and felt something crack open in her chest, a quiet fracture that spread through her like the wine spreading across her floor.

She lowered herself to the ground with none of the poise she'd spent a lifetime perfecting. She just sat down, right there on the kitchen floor, her back against the cabinet and her legs folded beneath her, broken glass three feet away.

The tears didn't come. They never came anymore. But something worse happened instead: she felt the weight of every single day she'd spent pretending she was fine, and she couldn't make herself get up.

Miller had been gone for twenty-five days. Astoria had counted every one of them.

She sat on the kitchen floor until the light faded completely and the wine dried to a dark stain she'd have to explain to the cleaning staff. Then she pulled herself up, cleaned up the glass with no emotion, and went to bed without dinner.
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The next day, the conference room smelled like stale coffee and expensive cologne, the particular scent of negotiations that had gone on too long. Astoria sat at Gerald's right, her posture perfect, her face composed, and her hands folded on the mahogany table in front of her. The ice queen, exactly as expected.

Across the table, Rachel Hartwell was making her case for the third time this afternoon.

“My client's contributions to the marriage extended far beyond the formal COO role,” Rachel said, her voice measured and professional. “The social capital, the networking, the public-facing responsibilities that allowed Ms. Shepry to focus on business development⁠—”

“None of which entitles her to fifty percent of a company she didn't build.” Gerald's interruption was smooth, almost bored. They'd been over this ground before. “Shepry Global existed for eight years before Ms. Dane joined. The valuation at the time of marriage was already⁠—”

Astoria stopped listening. She’d heard these arguments a hundred times and could recite them in her sleep, if she were sleeping, which she wasn't. Twenty-six days of fragmented rest, food that tasted like cardboard, and work that filled every waking hour because the alternative was feeling something, and she couldn't afford to feel anything.

Miller was sitting behind Rachel in the second row, against the wall, a legal pad balanced on her knee.

She wasn't on the case anymore, and Astoria knew that. Miller had recused herself months ago, before everything fell apart. But she still worked at the firm, still got pulled into meetings like this one, still existed in the same professional orbit that Astoria couldn't escape.

It’d been four weeks since Miller had stood in her living room and said I have to end this. Four weeks of walls and numbness and surviving, and now Miller was twenty feet away, close enough that Astoria could see the shadows under her eyes.

She looked worn. Thinner than before, her cheekbones sharper, her blazer sitting differently on her shoulders. The warmth that usually animated her features had dimmed to something contained.

She’d been suffering too.

The observation landed somewhere in Astoria's chest and lodged there, uncomfortable and unwanted. She didn't want Miller to be suffering. But she didn't want to feel the pull of sympathy, of longing, of the desperate urge to cross the room and touch her.

“Ms. Shepry?”

Gerald’s voice cut through, and Astoria blinked, refocusing.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice steady. “Could you repeat the question?”

Rachel was watching her with sharp eyes. Valerie, seated at Rachel's left, was watching her, too, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She'd noticed Astoria's distraction. Of course she had. Valerie noticed everything, catalogued every weakness, and saved them for later use.

“The proposed division of the Harbor Point property,” Gerald said smoothly, covering for her. “Rachel is suggesting a sixty-forty split.”

“No.” Astoria didn’t hesitate. “Harbor Point was acquired three years before the marriage with funds from my personal trust. It's not a marital asset.”

The negotiation continued. Astoria participated when required, her responses crisp and precise, her ice queen armor firmly in place. But her awareness kept drifting across the table, catching on Miller like a hangnail catching on silk.

Miller wasn’t looking at her. Her attention stayed fixed on her legal pad, her pen moving occasionally, her expression giving nothing away. But Astoria knew her well enough to recognize the tightness at the corners of her eyes and the rigid set of her shoulders. She knew that blankness was a mask, the same way Astoria's composure was a mask.

They were both performing and pretending like they were fine.

The afternoon dragged on. Valerie's demands escalated rather than diminished—more money, more properties, a larger stake in the company she'd contributed nothing material to. Rachel presented each demand professionally, but even she seemed to recognize the unreasonableness of it. Her arguments grew more perfunctory, her glances at Valerie more frequent.

It was clear that Valerie didn’t want a settlement; she was out for blood.

At four-fifteen, Gerald called for a break. “Fifteen minutes,” he said. “I think we could all use some air.”

Everyone stood, stretched, and reached for their phones. The court reporter stepped out. Rachel leaned over to confer with Valerie in low tones, her face giving nothing away.

Astoria walked to the window. The view looked out over downtown Phoenix Ridge, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows between the buildings. She pressed her palm against the glass, feeling the warmth of it, grounding herself in something physical because everything else felt like it was floating away.

She sensed Miller before she heard her—a shift in the air, a presence approaching from the left, stopping only three feet away. Close enough to speak quietly, but far enough to maintain propriety.

They stood side by side, both facing the window, neither looking at the other. Astoria could feel her pulse in her throat.

“How are you?” Miller’s voice was quiet, almost tentative.

“Fine.” The word came out automatically. “You?”

“Yeah, fine.”

They both knew the lies for what they were.

Astoria stared at the city below and felt the weight of everything she wanted to say pressing against her ribs. I miss you. I can't sleep. I reach for my phone to text you and then remember. You were right to leave and I hate you for it and I love you and please, please come back.

She said none of it.

“I should—” Miller gestured vaguely toward the table.

“Yes.”

Miller walked away, and Astoria stayed at the window another moment, breathing through the ache in her chest, forcing her expression back into neutrality before she turned around.

The break ended, and everyone took their seat. Gerald made a final offer—generous, reasonable, designed to end this before trial.

Valerie, of course, rejected it immediately. “That’s not acceptable.” She leaned forward, her eyes fixed on Astoria with an intensity that bordered on feral. “I want a public acknowledgment. A statement admitting that the failure of this marriage was due to Astoria's emotional unavailability and neglect.”

The room went quiet.

“You want me to say I was a bad wife.” Astoria’s voice was flat.

“I want the truth.” Valerie's smile was sharp and satisfied. “I want everyone to know what it was like being married to someone incapable of love.”

Astoria felt something bloom behind her sternum—rage, grief, the desperate urge to defend herself—before she crushed it immediately.

“No,” she said.

“Then we'll let a judge decide.” Valerie sat back, arms crossed, triumph radiating from every line of her body. “I'm sure the court will be very interested in hearing about your emotional deficiencies.”

Gerald gathered his papers. “I think we’re done here.”

“The trial is set for August nineteenth.” Rachel's voice was professional, but there was something tired in it. “We'll see you then.”

Everyone stood. Papers shuffled, briefcases closed, and polite professional murmurs filled the space. Valerie shot Astoria a look of pure venom before sweeping toward the door, Rachel following with a resigned expression.

Miller hung back, organizing her files.

Astoria walked toward the exit, and the path took her past Miller's chair. There was no way around it, no route that wouldn't bring her within arm's reach of the woman she'd spent four weeks trying not to think about.

For a moment, they were side by side, close enough to touch, close enough that Astoria caught the faint lavender scent of her shampoo. Everything in her screamed to stop, to turn, to say something, anything, to reach out and bridge the impossible distance between them.

She kept walking.

Out the door, down the hallway, into the elevator where she jabbed the button for the lobby and watched the doors slide closed. The moment she was alone, the mask slipped.

It came rushing up all at once—the grief, the longing, the bone-deep exhaustion of pretending to be fine when nothing had been fine since Miller walked out of her house and didn't look back. She pressed her spine against the elevator wall and stared at the ceiling and breathed through the pressure building behind her eyes.

She wouldn’t cry. Not here, not anywhere.

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. Astoria straightened her spine, smoothed the tension from her face, and walked through the lobby like a woman who had everything under control.

The August heat hit her the moment she stepped outside, thick and oppressive, the sun still brutal even at five o’clock. She walked to her car, unlocked it, and slid in the driver’s seat. The leather was hot and sticky against her back, but she didn’t turn on the air conditioning yet. She just sat there, feeling shattered on the inside.

God, she was tired of just surviving.

Astoria started the car and drove home through Phoenix Ridge in silence. Her home would be empty by time she arrived, and the ocean would be a murky gray in the evening light. She would pour a glass of wine she wouldn’t drink and stand on the deck and feel nothing because feeling nothing was easier than feeling this.
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Chapter 24: Miller

The courthouse steps were crowded with reporters. Miller spotted them from half a block away: a cluster of cameras and microphones gathered near the entrance, waiting for someone worth photographing. With a high-profile divorce, billionaire CEO, and months of leaked documents and whispered accusations, of course the press was here.

She'd just hoped to slip in unnoticed.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and kept walking, keeping her head down, just another attorney in a dark suit on a Monday morning. The August heat was already building, the air thick and still, summer grinding toward its end without any sign of letting go. By the time she reached the steps, sweat had gathered at the base of her spine.

The reporters didn’t give her a second glance. They were waiting for Astoria.

Miller climbed the steps and pushed through the heavy doors into the courthouse lobby, where the air conditioning hit her like a wall. She stood for a moment, letting her eyes adjust to the fluorescent lighting and feeling the familiar institutional smell settle around her: old paper, cleaning solution, and the particular staleness of buildings where people came to have their lives sorted into winners and losers.

The subpoena had arrived two weeks ago from Gerald Brack’s office, requesting her testimony regarding a July 25th meeting at Hartwell & Associates. Rachel's pre-trial disclosures had included the strategy session where Valerie pushed for fabricated claims—of course they had, Rachel was too ethical to hide something like that—and now Miller was being called to testify about what she'd witnessed.

She’d known it was coming, in a way. The moment she'd spoken up in that conference room, the moment she'd told Valerie the claims were unsubstantiated and ethically untenable, she'd set something in motion. She just hadn't expected to end up on the witness stand, under oath, testifying against her own firm's client.

Miller made her way through security, submitted her bag for inspection, and collected it on the other side. The hallway stretched ahead of her, fluorescent lights humming overhead, footsteps echoing off marble floors. Lawyers in dark suits passed in both directions, some alone, some with clients trailing behind them. A woman in a floral dress sat on a bench outside one of the courtrooms, crying quietly into a tissue.

Courtroom 4B was at the end of the hall. Miller slowed as she approached, giving herself a moment to breathe. Through the small window in the door, she could see the room was already filling—clerks, observers, a few people she didn't recognize in the gallery. Rachel was at the respondent's table, organizing files with the focused efficiency Miller knew so well. Valerie sat beside her, her spine straight and face composed, every inch the wronged wife.

Miller pushed open the door and slipped inside.

She took a seat in the gallery, two rows behind Rachel—close enough to see the proceedings clearly, far enough to stay out of the way until she was called. Rachel glanced back when the door opened, caught Miller's eye, and gave an almost imperceptible nod. I see you. I understand.

There was no anger or betrayal in Rachel’s expression. After all, she disclosed the meeting herself. It was simply the cost of doing things the right way.

Miller pulled a legal pad from her bag and balanced it on her knee, a prop more than anything. Something to do with her hands while she waited.

The courtroom continued to fill. A court reporter settled into position near the bench, her fingers poised over her stenotype. The bailiff conferred quietly with a clerk, her back against the wall to have a clear line of sight. Someone's phone buzzed, but was quickly silenced. The particular tension of a trial hung in the air; this was the end of something, one way or another.

The door opened again, and Miller’s hands went still on the pad.

Astoria entered first, Gerald a half-step behind her. She wore an impeccably tailored navy suit, her hair pulled back in a twist that exposed the line of her jaw. She moved with the controlled grace Miller remembered: the ice queen, perfectly composed, giving nothing away.

But Miller knew her now. She knew her in ways that made maintaining professional distance a cruel joke.

She could see what others might miss: the faint shadows beneath Astoria’s eyes that makeup couldn’t quite hide, the slight tension in her shoulders held a fraction too high, the way her gaze swept the courtroom with practiced neutrality—and then caught on Miller and held.

Astoria’s expression didn't change. But something flickered behind her eyes before she looked away and followed Gerald to the petitioner's table. Miller stared at her legal pad. The date she'd written swam slightly, the numbers refusing to hold still.

Focus.

She was here to testify and tell the truth about what she'd witnessed in that conference room, to put Valerie's manipulation on the record. It was the right thing to do—she believed that—but it didn't make it easier to sit here, waiting for her name to be called.

At the respondent's table, Valerie leaned over to whisper something to Rachel. Her expression was pleasant and concerned, the performance of a woman bravely facing her powerful ex-wife in court. Miller watched her and felt the familiar twist of something between anger and exhaustion.

She had believed Valerie once. She had believed the tearful stories, the recounting of emotional neglect, the portrait of a cold wife who’d frozen out a devoted partner. She’d prepared arguments based on Valerie’s version of events.

And then she’d met Astoria herself.

That’s when she saw the exhaustion beneath the exterior, the vulnerability Valerie had spent years exploiting, and the way Astoria flinched at raised voices.

Miller looked at Astoria now, sitting straight-backed at the petitioner’s table, and felt the weight of everything she couldn’t say pressing against her ribs.

I’m sorry I ever believed her. I’m sorry I couldn’t find a way to stay. I’m sorry⁠—

“All rise.”

The bailiff's voice cut through the room, and everyone stood. Miller rose with them, grateful for the interruption, for something to do besides drown in her own thoughts.

Judge Dorothea Whitcombe entered through the side door—the same judge who'd presided over the preliminary hearing back in April, sharp-eyed and efficient, with no patience for theatrics. She took her seat at the bench and surveyed the courtroom with the brisk assessment of someone who'd seen every variation of human misery and intended to sort through this one as quickly as possible.

“Be seated.” She shuffled papers, made a note, and looked up. “We're here on the matter of Shepry versus Shepry-Dane, case number 24-CV-0847. Counsel, state your appearances.”

Gerald rose first. “Gerald Bracks of Bracks and Calloway, appearing on behalf of the petitioner, Astoria Shepry.”

Rachel stood. “Rachel Hartwell of Hartwell and Associates, appearing on behalf of the respondent, Valerie Shepry-Dane.”

Judge Whitcombe nodded, making notes. "I've reviewed the pre-trial submissions from both parties. We'll proceed with opening statements, beginning with the petitioner. Mr. Bracks."

Gerald moved to the podium, notes in hand. Miller watched him begin his argument, laying out the case that Astoria had built Shepry Global before the marriage, that Valerie's contributions were social rather than substantive, that the financial claims didn't withstand scrutiny.

But Miller’s attention kept drifting across the aisle to the straight line of Astoria’s spine, to the way her hands rested on the table in front of her perfectly still. She was only sitting ten feet from the woman she loved, watching strangers argue over the wreckage of Astoria’s marriage while the wreckage of their own relationship sat unspoken between them.

Miller forced her attention back to Gerald’s argument. Today wasn’t about her. Today was about telling the truth and making sure Valerie’s lies didn’t win. It was all she could give to Astoria now.

The morning ground forward.

Gerald’s opening statement gave way to Rachel's, and Rachel's gave way to the first round of evidence presentation. Documents were entered into the record and exhibits were marked and referenced, the dry machinery of divorce law clicking through its paces. Miller took notes she didn't need, her pen moving across the legal pad in patterns that probably weren't even words.

Valerie's composure began to fray around the edges as the hours passed.

Miller watched it happen in increments: the tightening of Valerie's jaw when Gerald presented financial records that contradicted her claims, the sharp whisper to Rachel when an exhibit didn't land the way she'd expected, the way her pleasant mask slipped for just a moment when Judge Whitcombe sustained an objection in Astoria's favor. By mid-morning, Valerie's performance of the wronged wife had developed visible cracks.

Good, Miller thought, and then felt the complicated weight of that reaction. She'd spent months working for this woman and advocating for her. Now she was sitting in a courtroom hoping Valerie would lose.

The morning recess came and went. Miller stayed in her seat, avoiding the hallway where she might run into Rachel or, worse, Valerie. She checked her phone, scrolled through emails she didn't read, and counted the minutes until court resumed.

When everyone filed back in, Gerald remained standing. “Your Honor, the petitioner calls Miller Scott to the stand.”

Miller set down her pen and pad.

She’d had two weeks to prepare for this moment, but preparation didn't make it easier. She rose from her seat in the gallery, aware of every eye in the courtroom tracking her movement. Rachel's expression remained neutral. Valerie's face went white, then red, her composure shattering for a moment before she pulled it back together.

And Astoria⁠—

Miller didn’t let herself look at Astoria. She couldn’t afford the distraction.

She walked to the witness stand, her heels loud on the wooden floor in the sudden quiet. The bailiff met her with a Bible.

“Raise your right hand,” she said. “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”

“I do.”

“Be seated.”

Miller sat. The witness chair was harder than it looked, and the vantage point was strange. She could see the whole courtroom from here, both tables, the gallery, the judge's bench. She folded her hands in her lap and waited.

Gerald approached the podium. “Ms. Scott, would you state your occupation for the record?”

“I’m an attorney at Hartwell and Associates, specializing in family law.”

“And what was your role in this case initially?”

“I was the second chair, assisting Rachel Hartwell in representing Valerie Shepry-Dane.”

“But you’re no longer involved in the case. Is that correct?”

“That’s correct. I recused myself in June.”

Gerald nodded, letting that sit for a moment. “Ms. Scott, I’d like to direct your attention to a meeting that took place on July twenty-fifth of this year. Were you present at a strategy session in the Hartwell and Associates conference room?”

“I was. Rachel asked me to sit in as a consultant to offer a fresh perspective.”

“And who else was present at that meeting?”

“Rachel Hartwell and Valerie Shepry-Dane.”

“Can you describe what was discussed?”

Miller took a breath. This was it. “The meeting was to review the strategy ahead of the trial. Ms. Shepry-Dane expressed frustration that the case wasn't going the way she'd hoped. She proposed a new approach: introducing claims about Astoria Shepry's mental state and personal conduct during the marriage.”

“What kind of claims?”

“Allegations of instability and erratic behavior. Episodes that she characterized as dangerous.” Miller kept her voice steady and devoid of judgment. “She described incidents where Ms. Shepry allegedly threw objects, isolated herself for days, and refused to eat or sleep. She wanted these claims presented to the court to undermine Ms. Shepry's credibility.”

“And what was your response to the proposed claims?”

“I asked if they could be verified. Whether there were any witnesses, documentation, medical records—anything beyond Ms. Shepry-Dane’s own account.”

“What did she say?”

“She said she had witnessed these events herself. When I pointed out that made her a party to the case rather than an objective source, she became defensive. She eventually admitted the claims were her interpretation of events.” Miller paused. “Her exact words were ‘my truth.’”

A murmur rippled through the gallery. Judge Whitcombe’s eyes sharpened.

“And what was your professional assessment of these claims?” Gerald asked.

“That they were unsubstantiated and presenting them as fact in court would be potentially defamatory at best and ethically untenable at worst. I strongly advised against using them.”

“What happened next?”

“Rachel agreed with my assessment and told Ms. Shepry-Dane that the firm wouldn’t present claims they couldn’t verify. Ms. Shepry-Dane was…” Miller hesitated, wanting to choose her words carefully and without bias. “She was unhappy with that decision.”

“Objection.” Rachel rose, her voice calm, but firm. “This calls for speculation about my client’s emotional state.”

“I’ll rephrase,” Gerald said smoothly. “Ms. Scott, what did Ms. Shepry-Dane do after being told the claims wouldn’t be used?”

“She left the meeting abruptly.”

Gerald let the silence hang a moment then nodded. “No further questions, Your Honor.”

Judge Whitcombe turned to Rachel. “Cross-examination?”

Rachel stood slowly. Miller could see the calculation behind her eyes—how hard to push, what angles to take. They'd worked together for years. Rachel knew Miller's strengths and weaknesses and knew how to rattle a witness. But she also knew Miller was telling the truth.

“Ms. Scott,” Rachel began, “you testified that my client described certain incidents from her marriage. Isn't it possible that she genuinely experienced these events, even if documentation doesn't exist?"

“It’s possible she believes she experienced them,” Miller said tactfully. “But belief isn't evidence. And the way she described them—the framing, the timing of when she wanted to introduce them—suggested more strategy rather than truth-telling.”

“That’s your interpretation.”

“Yes. It’s my professional opinion based on six years of practicing family law and recognizing when a client is trying to manipulate a narrative rather than present facts.”

Another murmur stirred through the gallery. The muscles in Rachel’s jaw tightened slightly.

“Nothing further,” she said and sat down.

“The witness may step down,” Judge Whitcombe said.

Miller rose from the chair, her legs slightly unsteady. As she turned to leave the stand, her eyes finally found Astoria.

Astoria was watching her already. From beneath the ice queen mask, Miller saw something raw and unguarded visible. Not just gratitude, though that was there, but it was something deeper. Miller held her gaze for a moment, just a moment, before looking away and walking back to her seat in the gallery.

Behind her, she heard Valerie’s sharp whisper to Rachel, the words indistinct but the barely contained fury in her tone was unmistakable.

Miller sat down and shoved her hands between her legs and the wooden bench. The realization that she’d just testified against her own firm’s client was settling in her body. There would be consequences, no doubt, even though she was subpoenaed. She expected losing her standing in the partnership path at the minimum, but she was anxious about the other professional complications she couldn’t yet predict.

But beneath the anxiety, she didn’t care. Not really. The truth was in the record now. Valerie’s attempt to destroy Astoria with fabricated claims had been exposed under oath. Whatever happened next, Miller could breathe easier knowing she’d done everything she could.

She risked one more glance at Astoria who was still looking at her. This time, she didn’t look away.

The afternoon stretched on. Lunch had been a quiet hour in the courthouse café, picking at a sandwich she didn't taste. Now the trial had resumed, and the atmosphere in the room had shifted.

Gerald called his next witness: a forensic accountant who methodically dismantled Valerie's financial claims. Then a former employee of Shepry Global who testified about Astoria's hands-on leadership in the company's early years, long before Valerie entered the picture. Then another witness, and another, each one adding weight to the same conclusion that Astoria had built her own empire and Valerie had merely lived in it.

But it was the documentary evidence that landed hardest.

Gerald introduced a series of exhibits: financial records, timeline analyses, correspondence that contradicted Valerie's narrative at every turn. Miller watched the documents appear on the courtroom's display screens and felt something strange move through her chest.

She recognized this work. Miller had compiled this months ago. Before everything fell apart, she'd spent late nights building the evidentiary foundation—ostensibly for Valerie's case, but the deeper she dug, the more the evidence pointed the other way. She'd handed it all to Rachel when she recused. Rachel, bound by ethics, had disclosed it during discovery, and now Gerald was using it to bury Valerie with her own lies.

Across the courtroom, Astoria was staring at the screens. Miller watched her take it in, understanding dawning on Astoria’s face as she realized what she was looking at. Astoria turned her head slowly, her eyes finding Miller’s in the gallery immediately.

A silent communication passed between them: You did this?

Miller couldn’t look away or pretend like she didn’t see the question in Astoria’s eyes. Miller gave the smallest nod.

The evidence presentation continued, but Miller barely heard it. She was hyperaware of Astoria’s presence across the room, too conscious of everything that hung between them.

Finally, Gerald rested his case. Rachel offered a brief rebuttal, but Miller could tell her heart wasn’t really in it. The evidence was too damning, and they both knew it. Judge Whitcombe wrote some notes, asked a few clarifying questions, then set her pen down.

“I’ve heard sufficient testimony and reviewed the evidence presented by both parties,” the judge said. “I’ll take the matter under advisement and issue my ruling on Wednesday morning. Court is adjourned.”

The bang of the gavel echoed through the room.

People rose, gathered their belongings, and began filing toward the exits. Miller stayed in her seat, watching as Astoria stood and conferred quietly with Gerald before she smoothed her jacket and prepared to face the reporters waiting outside.

Astoria glanced back once more before Gerald guided her to the door. Her lips parted and moved, just slightly, but Miller could still make out the words thank you.

Then she was gone, swept through the door and into the hallway beyond.

Miller stayed sitting in the gallery. On Wednesday, the judge would rule, and the case would end one way or another.

And then, there would be nothing left between them. No case, no ethical barrier, no professional obligation keeping them apart. They’d just be two people who had hurt each other and made impossible choices.

Miller didn’t know what would happen next. She didn’t know if Astoria would even want to see her, speak to her, or try again.

She didn’t know if the damage could be repaired or if some things, once broken, stayed that way.

But the way Astoria looked at her today, for the first time in weeks, she dared to hope.
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Chapter 25: Astoria

It was verdict day. The courtroom smelled like stale air and was fraught with anxiety. Astoria sat beside Gerald at the petitioner's table, her hands folded in front of her, and waited for the judge to decide the rest of her life.

The gallery behind her rustled with reporters and observers, their whispered conversations a low hum. She didn't turn to look at them. She didn't need to see their faces to know what they were thinking: the billionaire CEO and her very public divorce, finally reaching its conclusion after months of headlines and speculation.

Gerald shifted beside her, adjusting his tie. “Whatever happens,” he said quietly, “we made the strongest possible case.”

Astoria nodded without answering. Her attention had snagged on the gallery door the moment it opened.

Miller slipped inside, moving to a seat in the back row. She wore a simple black suit, and her hair was pulled back in a tight knot. Her face was neutral, but when her eyes found Astoria's across the room, something passed between them.

Monday had changed things when Miller sat at that witness stand and testified for her. Even though she’d been subpoenaed, she’d still taken a professional risk speaking the truth so openly and honestly. And the way Miller had looked at her afterward…

Astoria had replayed that moment more times than she wanted to admit.

She looked away first, returning her gaze to the empty bench. The bailiff stood near the side door, checking his watch. Any minute now.

At the respondent's table, Valerie sat perfectly still beside Rachel. Her posture was immaculate and her expression serene, ever playing the wounded wife waiting for justice. But Astoria knew her too well to be fooled. She could see the tension in Valerie's shoulders and the way her fingers pressed together beneath the table. Valerie was worried. She should be.

“All rise.”

The bailiff's voice cut through the fervent conversations, and the courtroom stood in unison. Judge Whitcombe entered through the side door, her hair and wire-rimmed glasses unchanged from every other appearance, her expression revealing nothing. She took her seat at the bench and surveyed the room with the brisk efficiency Astoria had come to expect.

“Be seated.” Judge Whitcombe opened the folder in front of her and studied it for a moment that stretched into several. “We are here for the ruling in the matter of Shepry versus Shepry-Dane, case number 24-CV-0847.”

Astoria’s pulse thudded in her ears. Beside her, Gerald sat perfectly still.

“I have reviewed all testimony and evidence presented by both parties,” the judge continued. “I have considered the arguments of counsel and the applicable law. I am now prepared to issue my ruling.”

Judge Whitcombe looked up, her gaze sweeping across both tables.

“The central question before this court has been the division of assets accumulated during the marriage, with particular attention to the respondent's claim to equity in Shepry Global Holdings.” Her voice was measured and unhurried. “Having reviewed the evidence, I find the following:”

Astoria held her breath so long her lungs started burning.

“First, Shepry Global Holdings was founded by the petitioner three years prior to the marriage, using capital she accumulated independently. The company's foundational growth occurred before the marital partnership began.”

Gerald’s hand moved slightly on the table, a small gesture of acknowledgement.

“Second, the respondent's contributions to Shepry Global were primarily social in nature. While valuable in certain contexts, they do not rise to the level of material contribution that would justify an equity stake in the company itself.”

Across the aisle, Valerie's composure wavered. Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Third, this court finds credible the evidence presented regarding patterns of manipulation and misrepresentation by the respondent. The claims regarding the petitioner's alleged instability are unsubstantiated by any credible evidence and are hereby stricken from the record.”

The words landed in Astoria's chest like something unlocking. She’d spent so long hearing how impossible, difficult, and broken she was, and now a judge was putting it in writing that Valerie's version wasn't true.

“Therefore,” Judge Whitcombe continued, “this court orders the following: The respondent shall receive a settlement of marital assets consistent with her documented contributions to the household and marriage, totaling three point two million dollars. The petitioner shall retain full ownership and control of Shepry Global Holdings. All claims to equity in the company are denied.”

Three point two million was a fraction of what Valerie had demanded, much less what she no doubt felt that she was entitled to.

“Furthermore, both parties having agreed to waive all rights to appeal as part of the settlement framework, this matter is concluded. Court is adjourned.”

The gavel came down with a crack that echoed through the room.

For a moment, Astoria couldn't move. The judge’s words kept ringing in her head, and she realized her hands were shaking slightly against the table.

Gerald’s hand closed over her forearm, warm and steady. “We did it,” he said quietly.

Astoria managed a small nod. Her throat felt dry and scratchy.

She let herself look at Valerie then—really look. Her ex-wife's face had gone pale, her serene mask shattered into something ugly and furious. She was whispering rapidly to Rachel, her hands cutting sharp gestures through the air, but Rachel's expression was resigned.

It was over. After almost a year of fighting, after years of marriage to a woman who'd made her believe she was fundamentally unlovable, it was actually over.

Astoria turned her head toward the gallery.

Miller was still there, sitting and watching. And when their eyes met this time, Miller smiled, small and genuine and warm.

You stood up and told the truth to help me, Astoria thought.

The courtroom was beginning to empty as people filtered out, the low buzz of conversation filling the space. Gerald was saying something about paperwork, next steps, the press waiting outside, but Astoria heard none of it.

By the time she left the courtroom, the press was waiting for her on the courthouse steps.

Astoria saw them through the glass doors before she pushed through—a cluster of cameras and microphones, reporters jostling for position, the particular hungry energy of people who smelled a story.

Gerald's hand found her elbow, steadying. “I’ll handle the statement. You don’t have to say or do anything.”

She nodded, grateful. The doors opened, and the August heat hit her like a wall, thick and still, the summer refusing to break. Voices erupted immediately.

“Ms. Shepry, how do you feel about the verdict?”

“Astoria! Over here!”

“Will you be making a statement about your ex-wife’s claims?”

Gerald stepped forward, positioning himself between Astoria and the cameras. “Ms. Shepry is pleased with the court's ruling and looks forward to putting this matter behind her. She will not be taking questions at this time.”

Astoria stood behind him, her face neutral as she scanned the crowd. The reporters weren't who she was looking for.

There. Off to the side, away from the press scrum, standing near the base of the steps was Miller.

She was watching Astoria with an expression that made something twist in her chest, something hesitant and uncertain but hopeful, like she wasn't sure if she was allowed to be here.

Gerald was still fielding questions, his voice droning in the background.

Astoria touched his arm lightly. “I need a moment,” she said quietly.

He followed her gaze, saw Miller, and nodded once. No judgment, no questions. “Take your time. I'll wrap this up.”

Astoria descended the remaining steps, moving past the reporters who parted for her automatically without seeming to notice she was leaving. Her heels clicked against the concrete. The sun was too bright, the air too heavy, and her heart was beating too fast for something as simple as walking toward someone.

She stopped a few feet from Miller. Close enough to talk, but still far enough to retreat if she needed to.

“Hi,” Miller said.

“Hi.”

A pause stretched between them, filled with five weeks of silence and everything that had happened before it.

“Congratulations,” Miller said finally. “You won.”

“Because of you.” The words came out before Astoria could think better of them. “Monday, what you did⁠—”

“I told the truth.” Miller shook her head slightly. “That's all.”

Astoria shook her head. “No, you testified against your own firm's client. You risked your career.”

“Some things are worth the risk,” she said in a hushed tone.

The words hung in the air. Astoria felt them land somewhere deep, in a place she'd kept locked for a very long time.

“Why, though?” she asked. “After everything, after I let you walk away, why would you do that for me?”

Miller's expression shifted, something raw surfacing beneath the composure. “You know why.”

“But you ended it,” Astoria said, and the words came out rougher than she intended. “You walked out of my house, and out of my life, and you didn't look back.”

“I looked back.” Miller's voice was quiet. “I've done nothing but look back since that night.”

Astoria had replayed that night so many times: Miller standing in her living room, explaining the logic—Valerie's suspicion, the professional consequences, the scandal that would destroy them both. It had all made sense, and Astoria knew it was what had to be done.

But sense didn't explain why Miller had shown up on Monday and said what she said under oath when she could’ve given vague answers to protect herself and her career.

“I understood why you left,” Astoria said. “What I don't understand is why you didn’t play it safe on the witness stand.”

Something shifted in Miller's expression. “Because I couldn't let her destroy you with lies. Not when I knew the truth.”

“You could have stayed away, kept your head down, and let Rachel handle it.”

“No.” Miller shook her head. “I couldn't.”

The simple certainty in her voice made Astoria's chest ache.

“Valerie spent so many years telling me I was impossible to love,” she said. “That anyone who got close enough to really know me would eventually leave. When you walked out, I thought she was finally right.”

“Astoria—”

“But you didn't leave because I was too much.” She held Miller's gaze. “You left because you were trying to save me. And then you spoke up, even when it cost you something.”

“It would have cost me more to stay quiet.” Miller's voice was rough. “Sitting there, watching her try to tear you apart with fabricated claims, knowing I could stop it—” She broke off. “I couldn't live with myself if I'd said nothing.”

Astoria let that land. It wasn't a declaration of love. It was something more honest than that: a choice made, a price paid, actions instead of words.

They stood there on the courthouse steps with the summer heat pressing down and the distant sound of reporters still calling questions to Gerald. The case was over, and there was nothing standing between them anymore except everything that had happened between them and the fear of wanting something this much.

“What happens now?” Astoria asked.

Miller looked at her, the same way she had in hotel rooms and all the moments Astoria had tried so hard to forget. “I don't know. What do you want to happen?”

The question Astoria had been avoiding since July. What did she want? She'd spent so long not letting herself want anything, not letting herself believe she deserved anything, that the answer felt dangerous to speak aloud.

But Miller was standing here, looking at her like she was worth the risk, and maybe, just maybe, it was time to believe her.

“I want to talk,” Astoria said. “A real conversation. Not here with reporters and half of Phoenix Ridge watching.”

“Okay.” Miller nodded. “I'd like that.”

“Friday. There's a coffee shop on Oceanview. It’s quiet and private. I go there sometimes when I need to think.”

“I know the one.” A small smile tugged at the corner of Miller's mouth. “The one with the terrible scones.”

“The scones aren't terrible.”

“They're objectively terrible, Astoria.”

Something bloomed in her chest. This was what she'd missed. Not just the wanting or the heat between them, but this—the ease, the way Miller could make her almost laugh in the middle of a crisis.

“Friday,” Astoria repeated. “Two o'clock.”

“I'll be there.”

They stood for another moment, neither moving to leave. Astoria wanted to reach out and touch her, to close the distance between them and stop pretending she didn't ache with how much she'd missed her. But they were standing in public, in front of reporters, in the aftermath of a verdict that had made headlines. Some things would have to wait.

“Miller.” She said the name just to feel it in her mouth. “What you did on Monday, testifying like that.”

“Yeah?”

“No one's ever stood up in public and risked something real for me.”

Miller's expression softened into something that made Astoria's breath catch. “You're worth it,” she said simply. “You always were.”

“Friday,” Astoria said again, because she didn't trust herself to say anything else.

“Friday.” Miller smiled, that genuine warmth that had undone Astoria from the very beginning. “I'll see you then.”

She turned and walked away, down the courthouse steps and toward the street. Astoria watched her go—the straight line of her shoulders, the confident stride, the way she glanced back once before disappearing around the corner.

Gerald appeared at her side. “Ready?”

Astoria took a breath. The air still tasted like summer, heavy and ripe, but something had shifted. The season was ending. Something new was beginning.

“Yes,” she said. “Let's go.”


26




Chapter 26: Miller

The coffee shop on Oceanview was half-empty at almost two o'clock on a Friday afternoon. Miller had chosen a table near the back, away from the windows, and she'd already rearranged the sugar packets twice.

She was early. Fifteen minutes early, actually, which meant fifteen minutes of sitting here convincing herself not to rehearse what she wanted to say. Every version she'd practiced in her head sounded wrong—too formal, too desperate, too much like a closing argument.

The truth was simpler…but far scarier.

I love you.

Three little words that she’d been carrying around for weeks, and they still felt enormous in her chest.

The brass bell above the door chimed, and Miller's hands went still on her coffee cup. Astoria stepped inside, scanning the sparse room until her gaze landed on Miller. She wore a cream blouse and dark trousers, her hair loose around her shoulders. She was softer than Miller had ever seen her in public.

She crossed the room and slid into the chair across from Miller.

“Hi,” Astoria said.

“Hi.”

For a moment, they just looked at each other. Two days had passed since they had talked on the courtroom steps, and it’d been seven weeks since Miller had walked out of Astoria's house, shattering them both.

“The scones are still terrible,” Miller said. “In case you were wondering.”

Astoria’s mouth curved. “I wasn’t, but thank you for the warning.”

“I got you a coffee. Black, no sugar. I remembered.”

“You remembered.” Astoria wrapped her fingers around the cup, something shining in her eyes. “Thank you.”

Silence settled between them. It wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly, but it felt weighted and full of everything they hadn’t yet said.

Miller took a breath. “Astoria⁠—”

“Miller.”

They both stopped. Miller gestured for Astoria to go first, but Astoria shook her head.

“You,” Astoria said. “Please.”

Miller looked down at her hands, then back up. No more hiding, no more running.

“I need to tell you something I should have said before I walked out of your house.” She kept her voice steady, even though her pulse was racing. “I'm in love with you, Astoria. I have been since…I don't even know when. The night you told me about Valerie. Maybe before that.”

Astoria went very still as the coffee shop sounds faded to nothing.

“I know I hurt you,” Miller said. “I know walking away made you think Valerie was right about you. That you're too difficult, too much, impossible to love.” She shook her head. “But you're not. You're the easiest person I've ever loved. The hard part was staying away.”

Astoria's eyes were bright. Her throat moved as she swallowed.

“I love you too,” she said, her voice rough.

Miller's breath caught. The words she'd needed to hear, spoken plainly, without hesitation.

“I should have said it then,” Astoria continued. “I should have fought harder when you left. I was too scared.”

“We were both scared.”

“I don't want to be scared anymore.”

Miller turned her hand over, lacing their fingers together. “Then don't be. I'm not going anywhere.”

Neither of them moved to pull away. Miller's thumb found the ridge of Astoria's knuckle, traced it absently.

“What do we do now?” Miller asked.

Astoria’s mouth curved into a small smile. “I don't want to sit in a coffee shop anymore.”

Miller’s eyebrows raised slightly. “What do you want?”

Astoria’s thumb traced a slow circle against Miller’s palm. “I want to take you home. I want to kiss you without worrying who's watching. I want to start this the right way.”

Miller’s heart hammered against her ribs. “Then take me home.”

Astoria stood, still holding Miller's hand. She left a twenty on the table—far too much for two coffees and a modest tip—and led Miller toward the door.

Outside, the August sun was warm on Miller's face. Astoria's hand stayed wrapped around hers as they walked to the parking lot.

“Follow me?” Astoria said, her voice lilting up.

Miller nodded. “Always.”

Astoria’s smile reached her eyes, and Miller slid into her car and followed her home.

The drive to Cliffside wound along the coastal road, leaving the main parts of Phoenix Ridge behind. Miller kept Astoria’s silver Audi in sight, her hands steady on the wheel, even as her pulse refused to settle.

The last time she’d made this drive, she’d been rehearsing how to end things and walk away when every part of her wanted to stay.

Today was different. Today, she was choosing to stay.

Astoria's house emerged from the coastal pines like something out of an architectural magazine. It was all clean lines and glass, perched on the cliff's edge as if daring the ocean to challenge it. Miller pulled in behind Astoria and cut the engine, taking a moment to breathe.

Astoria was already stepping out of her car and waiting for her. The afternoon wind caught her hair, and she tucked it behind her ear, a small, human gesture that made her breath catch.

“Are you okay?” Astoria asked as Miller approached.

“Yeah.” Miller looked up at the house. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s big.” Astoria’s mouth twisted slightly. “Too big for one person, probably.”

Astoria unlocked the front door and led Miller inside. She’d been here once before, but she hadn’t taken the time to soak up the space and really look at it. This time, she slowly drank in the space. It was exactly what Miller had expected, yet also, simultaneously, nothing like it at all. There were high ceilings, pale wooden floors, and floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the ocean like a living painting. Everything was immaculate and expensive.

And it was utterly empty.

It had furniture, of course. There was a long sectional in cream linen, a glass coffee table, and a dining table set that looked like it had never been used. It was just…empty of life. There were no photographs on the walls or books stacked on any surfaces. It reminded Miller of a showroom, not a home, like no one actually lived here, just passed through occasionally on their way to somewhere else.

Miller thought of her own apartment in the Heights with its cluttered bookshelves and mismatched mugs and the quilt her grandmother had hand-stitched draped over the couch. This house had none of that. Everywhere she looked, there was no warmth, no history, no evidence of the woman who lived here.

“Can I get you something?” Astoria asked. “Water, wine…?”

“I’m fine.” Miller turned slowly. “Astoria, this place is…”

“Soulless?” Astoria offered, a dry edge to her voice. “You can say it.”

“I was going to say muted.”

“That too.” Astoria set her keys on the counter. “I bought it right after I filed for divorce to get a fresh start.” She looked around as if seeing it through Miller's eyes. “I kept meaning to make it feel like mine, but”—she shrugged—"it never seemed worth the effort.”

Miller wandered toward the living room, her eyes moving across the sparse walls, and then she stopped.

Above the fireplace, there was a painting.

It was the only real color in the space: vibrant blues and greens that seemed to pulse with life against the more subdued background. In the painting were water lilies in a blue and violet pond, framed by what looked like trailing willow branches. It was gentle, dreamy, and expressive, the epitome of Impressionist art.

There was something intimate and private about it, despite it hanging so prominently on the wall.

“That’s stunning,” Miller said.

Astoria came to stand beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. “It’s called L’amour en Silence by Lélia Pissarro.”

“Love in Silence,” Miller translated quietly.

“I bought it eight years ago at a fine art auction in Paris.” Astoria’s voice had shifted into something softer now. “Valerie thought it was too bright and gaudy. She wanted me to put it in storage and hang up something more sophisticated.” She paused. “But I refused. It was the only thing I refused her on for a long time.”

Miller looked at the painting, then at Astoria. “Why this one?”

Astoria was quiet for a moment. Her eyes stayed on the canvas, tracing the blues and violets and greens like she was reading something written there.

“Because it’s how I felt,” she said finally. “For years, I loved in silence, wanting things I couldn’t say out loud. Keeping everything”—she pressed her hand flat against her sternum—”here, where no one could see it.”

Miller’s throat tightened.

“I used to stand in front of it at night, after Valerie was asleep, just looking at it,” Astoria continued. “I had to remind myself that I still felt, even if I couldn’t show those feelings. I needed to remind myself that there was still color somewhere, even if the rest of my life was”—she gestured vaguely—”this.”

Miller reached out and took Astoria’s hand. Astoria’s fingers curled around hers, holding tight.

“You don’t have to love in silence anymore,” Miller said.

Astoria turned to face her. This close, Miller could see the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the slight tremble in her breath. The ice queen was nowhere to be found. There was just Astoria, open and vulnerable, more beautiful than Miller had ever seen her.

“I know,” Astoria whispered. “That’s the terrifying part.”

Miller closed the distance between them.

The kiss was slow and intentional, nothing like the desperate, stolen moments in five-star hotel rooms, the collision of two hungry people who knew they were running out of time. This was something else entirely: a new beginning.

Astoria’s hands came up to frame Miller’s face, and Miller’s fingers slid into Astoria’s hair. Miller let her eyes fall closed and sink into the warmth of Astoria’s mouth and the soft sound she made when Miller’s fingers found the curve of her waist.

When they finally broke apart, their foreheads touching, Miller’s skin was buzzing and she was breathing hard.

“Hi,” she managed.

Astoria laughed. “Hi.”

“I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.” Astoria’s hands dropped from her face to her shoulders where she twirled Miller’s hair around her fingers. “Every day, in fact.”

“I’m sorry I left.”

“You don’t need to apologize. I know why you did.”

“I won’t leave again.”

“I know you won’t.” Astoria kissed her again this time, full of tenderness.

Then she took Miller’s hand and led her down the hallway. The bedroom was more of the same beautiful emptiness, but Miller barely noticed the decor. All she saw was Astoria, backlit by the windows and looking at her with a yearning that made Miller’s chest ache.

“We don’t have to rush,” Astoria said. “We have time now.”

Miller stepped toward her. “I know. But I don’t want to wait anymore. Do you?”

Astoria shook her head slowly, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “No, I really don’t.”

Miller’s pulse thrummed in her ears as Astoria’s words hung in the air, that slow shake of her head pulling Miller closer like gravity itself. She closed the distance between them, her fingers brushing Astoria’s cheek, tracing the sharp line of her high cheekbone. The room smelled faintly of lavender from some hidden diffuse, a subtle anchor.

Astoria’s blouse hugged the curve of her torso, the top button already undone. Miller’s own white shirt was still tucked into her slim pants. Astoria’s eyes, deep and steady, locked onto Miller’s. Her aura that had always made Miller’s pulse stutter softened now into something inviting.

“I’ve missed this,” Astoria murmured, her voice low, as if the words were a secret just for them.

Her hand slid to Miller’s waist, pulling her closer, their bodies aligning in a way that sent a warm spark through Miller’s core.

Miller leaned in, their lips meeting in a kiss that started soft and exploratory, like rediscovering a familiar path. Astoria tasted of mint and the faint bitterness of coffee, her mouth parting to deepen the connection. Miller’s hands roamed up Astoria’s arms, feeling the firm muscle beneath the blouse’s fabric, a reminder of those hotel nights where urgency had blurred into desperation. But this was different, slower. Astoria’s fingers worked the buttons of Miller’s shirt with unhurried motions, exposing her skin inch by inch, her touch delicate.

They moved toward the bed, a wide expanse of white linens that looked untouched. Astoria guided Miller down onto it, her pants shifting against the sheets as she knelt beside her. Miller’s shirt fell open, and Astoria’s gaze lingered, appreciative, before she shrugged off her own blouse. The cream fabric pooled on the floor, revealing a simple black bra that accentuated her toned shoulders and the subtle swell of her breasts. Miller reached up, unhooking it with a flick of her wrist, and Astoria let it slide away, her skin warm and inviting under Miller’s palms.

“You’re beautiful,” Miller said, her voice catching as she traced the line of Astoria’s collarbone, down to the soft underside of her breast. Astoria shivered and leaned in for another kiss, this one hungrier, their tongues sliding together in a rhythm that built heat low in Miller’s belly. Astoria’s hands were everywhere: unbuttoning Miller’s pants, easing them down her hips, along with the lace of her underwear. The cool air of the room kissed Miller’s exposed thighs, but Astoria’s body heat chased it away as she settled between her legs.

Miller watched, breath hitching, as Astoria’s fingers trailed up her inner thigh, teasing the sensitive skin there. Her touch ghosted over Miller’s folds, already slick with anticipation, and Miller arched slightly, a soft gasp escaping her.

“That feels so good,” she whispered, her hands tangling in Astoria’s loose hair.

Astoria smiled against her skin, pressing a kiss to Miller’s hipbone before dipping lower. Her breath was warm as she parted Miller’s thighs wider, exposing her completely. Miller felt vulnerable and alive, the kind of openness that had scared her once but now felt perfectly right.

Astoria’s tongue flicked out, tracing a slow circle around her clit, and Miller’s hips bucked involuntarily, pleasure coiling tight in her core.

“Easy,” Astoria murmured, her voice vibrating against Miller’s pussy, sending fresh sparks through her. She licked again, broader this time. Her fingers joined in, one sliding inside with gentle insistence, curling it just right to brush that spot that made Miller’s toes curl. It was tender, the way Astoria moved—slow thrusts, matched by the flat press of her tongue, building the pressure without overwhelming her. Miller’s breaths came in shallow pants, her body responding eagerly.

The sensation built like a wave gathering strength, and Astoria’s free hand stroked Miller’s thigh, grounding her. Miller’s fingers tightened in her hair, guiding, lost in the wet heat of Astoria’s mouth.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed, her voice rough.

Astoria hummed in response, the vibration pushing Miller closer to the edge. Another finger joined the first, stretching her gently, the rhythm steady and unyielding. Miller’s world narrowed to the slick slide, the building ache, and the way Astoria’s body held her steady.

Pleasure crested suddenly, sharp and sweet, Miller’s body tensing as she came with a low moan, her pussy clenching around Astoria’s fingers. Waves of it rolled through her, leaving her trembling and spent. Astoria didn’t pull away immediately. She continued to lap softly until Miller’s shudders eased, then kissed her way back up.

But Miller wasn’t done, not when Astoria looked at her like that, eyes dark with her own need. She shifted, rolling them so Astoria lay beneath her. Miller’s hands made quick work of the zipper on Astoria’s slacks, peeling the dark fabric down along with Astoria’s underwear, revealing the neat trim of dark hair and the glistening folds underneath. Astoria’s rippled build was all lean power, her legs parting willingly as Miller settled in between them.

“I’ve got you,” Miller said. She started with kisses along Astoria’s inner thigh, nipping lightly at the skin, feeling her quiver. Astoria’s hands rested on Miller’s shoulders as Miller’s tongue slipped in, tasting her musky, intoxicating scent. Astoria let out a soft sigh, her hips lifting slightly.

It was playful in its slowness, Miller teasing with feather-light licks, circling her clit before sucking gently. Astoria’s breaths quickened, her fingers threading through Miller’s hair again.

“Yes, just like that,” she whispered, her voice husky.

Miller slid two fingers inside, feeling the warm, wet grip, and thrusted in time with her tongue. Astoria’s body responded with subtle rocks, vulnerability flashing in her eyes.

Miller curled her fingers deeper, pressing against that inner wall, her mouth relentless but tender. Astoria came with a shuddering cry, her pussy pulsing around Miller’s fingers as her body arched in release. She rode it out, easing Astoria through the aftershocks with soft kisses to her mound.

Miller couldn’t remember the last time she felt this settled. The sheets were a mess, Miller’s hair was completely mussed, and their legs were tangled together. But she was content.

Astoria’s head rested on Miller’s chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on Miller’s stomach. Miller could hear the ocean sloshing against the rocks through the open window, and somewhere in the house, a clock ticked.

“Your house is too quiet,” Miller whispered.

Astoria huffed a laugh against her skin. “Some people would call it peaceful.”

“It’s eerie. Do you even own a television?”

“There’s one in the theater room.”

“You have a theater and you still don’t watch TV like a normal person?” A tinge of amusement threaded in her voice.

“I never claimed I was normal.” Astoria propped her chin on Miller’s chest, looking up at her with a lazy, satisfied smile. “Are you critiquing my home within an hour of sleeping with me?”

Miller made a noncommittal noise. “I’m critiquing it with love.”

Astoria’s smile widened. “I’ll allow it.”

Miller’s fingers found Astoria’s hair, stroking through the dark strands. It was still strange, being here like this. There was no rush to leave, no sneaking furtive glances at the clock, no knot of guilt in her stomach. It was just the two of them, together, with nowhere else to be.

“I could get used to this,” Miller said quietly.

Astoria’s hand stilled on her stomach. “Could you?”

“Yeah.” Miller met her eyes. “The creepy silent house, the theater room you never use, the complete absence of throw pillows⁠—”

“I have throw pillows.”

“You have two, and they’re both white. That’s just…staging.”

Astoria pinched her side, and Miller squirmed, laughing.

“I’m serious, though,” Miller said once she caught her breath. “I want this. I want you. All of it.”

Astoria shifted, propping herself up on one elbow. The lamplight caught her face, softening the angles. “All of it includes some things you might not love.”

“Like what?”

“Like the Phoenix Ridge Women in Business gala next month. I’m expected to attend.” Astoria’s mouth twitched. “As are significant others.”

Miller groaned. “Black tie?”

“Black tie.”

“Billionaires making small talk about philanthropy?”

“And sustainable development. You can’t forget about that.”

“Oh god.” Miller draped her arm over her eyes. “What did I get myself into?”

Astoria’s laugh rang out, and Miller lowered her arm just to witness it. She’d heard Astoria laugh before, but not like this. Not with her whole body or checking herself halfway through.

“I’m just teasing. You don’t have to come,” Astoria said, still smiling. “I wouldn’t subject you to⁠—”

“I’m coming.” Miller reached up, tucking an errant strand of hair behind Astoria’s ear. “I told you. I’m in, for all of it.”

Something loosened in Astoria’s expression. “You mean that?”

“I do.” Miller let her hand rest against Astoria’s cheek. “I also want you to meet my moms. Properly, I mean, not just as the opposing party or whatever they think you are.”

“What do they think I am?”

“The woman who’s been making me lose my mind for about six months now.” Miller looked at her. “What? They’ve been curious.”

“Curious,” Astoria repeated. “That sounds terrifying.”

“They’ll love you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do, actually.” Miller smiled. “Sunday dinners are sacred in my family. And I want you there.”

Astoria was quiet for a moment, her gaze roaming Miller’s face like she was searching for something. “I’ve never done anything like that. The casual warmth over family dinners thing—I’ve never had that. My family wasn’t… And Valerie’s parents were—” She shook her head. “I might be terrible at it.”

“You won’t be.”

Astoria looked at her, solemn. “I don’t know how to make small talk over pot roast without sounding like I’m running a board meeting.”

Miller grinned. “My mom Harper would actually love that. She finds corporate jargon hilarious.”

Astoria huffed. “That’s comforting.”

“Hey.” Miller’s finger traced Astoria’s cheekbone. “We’ll figure it out. No more hiding, right? That means my world too. Terrible pot roast and all.”

“The pot roast is terrible?”

“Well, Nadia tries, and Harper handles the grill. It’s a whole system.” Miller pulled her down for a soft kiss. “You’ll see.”

Astoria settled back against her with her head on Miller’s chest. “I’m done hiding,” she said quietly. “I spent so long keeping everything locked away, and I don’t want to do that anymore.”

Miller planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Then don’t.”

They lay there, tangled in the too-big bed in the too-empty house, but it felt less empty now.

“Stay tonight,” Astoria murmured against her skin.

“I was planning on it.”

“Good.” Astoria’s arm tightened around her waist.

Miller closed her eyes, letting everything sink in. For the first time, finally, she got to stay, and it was exactly where she was supposed to be.


EPILOGUE


“Willow, that’s my sock.”

Astoria looked up from her coffee to find Miller standing in the bedroom doorway, one bare foot raised, pointing accusingly at the Australian Shepherd sprawled on the living room rug. Willow’s tail thumped once, the stolen sock dangling from her mouth like a trophy.

“She knows what she did,” Miller said.

“She has no remorse.”

“None whatsoever.” Miller crossed to Willow and crouched down. “Give.”

Willow’s tail thumped faster. The sock stayed exactly where it was.

Astoria hid her smile behind her mug. Sunday morning in late August, and they were negotiating with a dog who was convinced sock theft was her calling.

Five years ago, Astoria couldn’t have imagined this life: the warmth, the ease, the ridiculous normalcy of it.

“Fine,” Miller told Willow. “Keep it. But when you need me to open the treat jar later, remember this moment.”

Willow celebrated her victory by racing three circles around the coffee table before flopping dramatically at Astoria’s feet.

“She’s shameless,” Astoria said.

“She learned from the best.” Miller dropped a kiss on Astoria’s head as she passed, heading for the kitchen. “More coffee?”

“Please.”

The house smelled like the ocean and the lavender soap Miller insisted on buying, even though Astoria had pointed out, repeatedly, that there were more sophisticated options. But Miller liked it, so there was lavender soap in every bathroom, and Astoria had stopped pretending that she minded.

Through the windows, the deck stretched toward the water, and Astoria could see the two chairs they had sat in last night and the wine glasses still waiting to be brought inside. They’d stayed out there until nearly midnight, talking about nothing important, and she’d fallen asleep on Miller’s shoulder while the waves broke against the rocks below.

She woke up happy most days; it still surprised her.

They separated, and Astoria headed upstairs while Miller started gathering the wine. In the closet, Astoria pulled out the blue cashmere sweater, then paused. She looked at the cream one with the cowl neck and charcoal cable knit.

“Blue,” Miller called from downstairs, like she could read Astoria’s mind through the walls and floorboards.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“You’re holding the blue one differently. I can tell from here.”

Astoria looked down. She was holding it differently, like it was delicate. “We’re telling them about the Green Future Foundation benefit on Friday,” she said, pulling the sweater over her head. “The art exhibition opening.”

Miller appeared in the doorway, car keys in hand. “And you’re worried they’ll feel out of place.”

“It’s a big event. People⁠—”

“People who are much less interesting than my moms,” Miller finished. She crossed the room and tipped Astoria’s chin up. “They’re going to be so proud of you. That’s it. That’s all they care about.”

The words landed somewhere tender. Five years, and Astoria still needed the reminder sometimes that love wasn’t conditional, that family didn’t require you to perform.

“Okay,” she said quietly.

“Okay.” Miller kissed her once, quick and certain. “Now come on. We’re already going to be ten minutes late, and Harper will never let us hear the end of it.”

Downstairs, Willow was waiting by the door with her leash in her mouth, because somehow she knew it was Sunday and Sunday meant a car ride to Miller’s moms’ house to get treats.

“Yes, you’re coming,” Miller told her, clipping on the leash. “We’re all coming for family dinner.”

Astoria grabbed the wine from the counter, a pinot noir that Harper would pretend not to care about while secretly approving of it, and followed them to the car.

The house looked different in the rearview mirror. No longer was it the empty fortress she had bought five years ago. It was a home in every sense of the word.

Worth it, Astoria thought. All of it.

Miller reached across the console and laced their fingers together. “Ready?”

Astoria squeezed her hand. “Ready.”

The Heights district looked exactly the same as it always did: tree-lined streets, modest homes with well-kept yards, the kind of neighborhood where people knew their neighbors and left their porch lights on. Miller’s childhood home sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, a three-bedroom with faded blue paint and a front porch that sagged slightly to the left.

Astoria had been terrified of this house the first time Miller had brought her here. Now, she parked in the driveway like she belonged there, because she did.

Willow knew the routine. The moment the car stopped, she pressed her nose to the window and whined, her tail a blur of anticipation.

“Yes, we’re here,” Miller told her, unclipping the leash. “Try to contain your excitement.”

Willow bolted from the car the instant the door opened, racing up the front walkway with complete disregard for leash protocol. The front door swung open before they reached it, and Nadia appeared, her silver hair pulled back in a loose twist, wearing a soft cardigan and an apron dusted with flour.

“My favorite daughter-in-law!” She opened her arms, and Willow crashed into her legs first, demanding acknowledgement.

“Hello to you, too, Willow.” Nadia scratched behind the dog's ears before stepping forward to pull Astoria into a warm hug, the kind that lasted a beat too long and felt like coming home.

“I’m your actual daughter,” Miller said from behind them, carrying the wine.

“And yet.” Nadia released Astoria and turned to Miller, her smile soft. “Hello, sweetheart.”

“Hi, Mom.”

Harper’s voice carried from inside. “Are we eating today or are we standing on the porch having feelings?”

“We can do both!” Nadia called back.

The house smelled like roasted chicken and herbs, warm and welcoming. Astoria had grown up in apartments that smelled like old carpet and was full of her mother’s exhaustion. Her house with Valerie had smelled like expensive candles but was full of unspoken resentment.

This house felt like family.

Willow disappeared into the living room, her nails clicking on the hardwood, and Astoria heard Harper’s greeting, low and amused. “There’s the real guest of honor.”

They followed the sound to find Harper standing at the kitchen counter, her sleeves rolled up and hands busy with a cutting board. She looked up when they entered, blue-gray eyes sharp and assessing in the way that had intimidated Astoria for months before she realized Harper saw everything because she cared, not because she was looking for flaws.

“You brought wine,” Harper said, nodding at the bottle Miller set on the counter. “Let me guess.” She paused for dramatic flair. “Pinot noir.”

“Did you want me to bring something else?”

“No.” Harper picked up the bottle, examining the label with theatrical skepticism. “This’ll do.”

Astoria bit back a smile. This was their routine: Harper pretending she didn’t care about the wine, Astoria pretending to believe her, both of them knowing exactly what they were doing.

“What do you think?” Astoria asked, moving to Harper’s side. “Should we open it now or wait until dinner?”

Harper glanced at her, and something warm flickered in her expression. “What’s the food?”

“Roasted chicken, potatoes, and green beans.”

“Now,” Astoria said immediately. “It needs to breathe.”

“Agreed.” Harper handed her the corkscrew. “You open, I’ll pour.”

It had taken Astoria a year to relax into this. The easy banter, the casual touches, the assumption that she belonged in this kitchen. That first Sunday dinner, she'd stood in the corner like a guest at a formal event, uncertain where to put her hands or how to contribute. Miller had introduced her carefully, and Astoria had shaken their hands and answered questions and waited for the judgment she was certain would come.

But it never did.

Nadia had asked about her work, genuinely curious. Harper had argued with her about whether Oregon wines were underrated or appropriately rated, which somehow became a thirty-minute debate that ended with them both laughing. And when Astoria had tried to help clear the table, Nadia had simply said, “Good. Miller never helps,” and handed her a dish towel.

And that was that. She’d become family.

“How’s work?” Harper asked, pouring wine into two glasses while Nadia and Miller set the table in the dining room.

“It’s good,” Astoria said. “Busy. We’re finalizing plans for a development in Seattle, and the foundation is hosting an art exhibition Friday night.”

“The Green Future Foundation thing Miller mentioned?”

“Yes. We’re showcasing an emerging sustainable artist. She creates installations from reclaimed materials. It should be interesting.”

“You’re inviting the billionaire crowd?”

Astoria smiled at Harper’s tone and the way she said “billionaire crowd” like it was a species of bird. “Some of them, yes. Isabella Montgomery confirmed, and Diana Rothstein said she might come.”

“And you’re worried we’ll feel out of place.”

Astoria’s hand stilled on the wine bottle. “Miller said⁠—”

“Miller’s right. We won’t.” Harper met her eyes, steady and certain. “We've been to plenty of your events, Astoria. We know how to behave.”

“I didn't mean⁠—”

“I know you didn’t.” Harper's expression softened slightly. “But you worry anyway. It's fine. Just remember that the people at those things might have more money than us, but that doesn't make them more interesting.”

“Most of them aren’t,” Astoria admitted.

"Exactly.” Harper picked up both wine glasses. “Now come on. Nadia's going to make us say grace if we don't sit down soon, and I'm trying to avoid that.”

The dining room table was set with mismatched plates and cloth napkins that had seen better days. Miller was already seated, leaning back in her chair with Willow's head resting on her knee. Nadia appeared from the kitchen carrying a platter of chicken, golden and perfect, and set it in the center of the table with a satisfied sound.

“Everyone sit,” she said. “Before it gets cold.”

They claimed their usual seats—Miller and Astoria on one side, Nadia and Harper on the other—and for a moment, Astoria just looked at these women who had taken her in without hesitation, who had made space for her at their table and in their lives, who had shown her what family was supposed to look like.

“Are we saying grace?” Harper asked, shooting Nadia a pointed look.

“Do you want to say grace?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then we’re not saying grace.” Nadia passed the potatoes to Astoria. “Tell me about this art exhibition.”

Astoria explained while they filled their plates—the artist's vision, the installation pieces, the partnership with local environmental organizations. Miller added details about the legal work Astoria's foundation had done to secure funding, and Harper asked surprisingly in-depth questions about the artist's process.

“I’d like to see it,” Nadia said when Astoria finished. “If you don't mind us being there, that is.”

“Of course I don’t mind.” Astoria felt something warm expand in her chest. “I'd love for you to come. Both of you.”

“We’ll embarrass you,” Harper warned.

“You won’t.”

“We might ask the wrong people the wrong questions.”

“Then I’ll enjoy watching that.” Astoria met Harper’s eyes across the table. “Please come. It would mean a lot to me.”

Harper’s expression shifted, something soft breaking through the dry humor. “Alright, we’ll be there.”

The conversation flowed easily after that—work stories, neighborhood gossip, and Willow's latest crimes against property (she'd destroyed one of Miller's work heels, which Harper found unreasonably funny). Astoria found herself laughing more than talking, watching the way Miller's face lit up when she told stories and the way Nadia and Harper traded looks that spoke entire silent conversations.

This was what she'd been missing her whole life.

“How’s the case going?” Nadia asked Miller. “The woman from last month?”

“Theresa?” Miller’s expression turned serious. “She got full custody. Her ex has supervised visitation only, and she’s filing for permanent orders next month.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“It is.” Miller’s voice was quiet but fierce. “She was so scared when she came to me. Now she and her kids are safe. That’s what matters.”

Astoria reached under the table and found Miller's hand, then squeezed it once. Miller had left Hartwell & Associates three years ago to start her own family law practice, focusing on survivors of domestic abuse. It had been terrifying and exhilarating, and Astoria had watched her become more herself with every case she took.

“You’re doing important work,” Astoria said.

Miller turned to look at her. “So are you.”

“I’m building hotels.”

“You’re building sustainable communities and funding programs that support people.” Miller’s voice was firm. “Don’t diminish that.”

Harper made a sound that might have been agreement or indigestion. “You’re both doing fine. Can we eat dessert now?”

“We haven’t even finished dinner,” Nadia pointed out.

“I’m proposing we skip to the good part.”

“You made the dinner. You can’t skip your own dinner.”

“Watch me.”

They ate dessert on the back porch—apple pie, because some traditions were sacred—while the evening settled around them in shades of gold and purple. Willow chased something invisible through the yard, and fireflies began their slow drift through the growing dusk.

Astoria sat on the porch swing next to Miller, and Nadia and Harper occupied the wicker chairs, both of them watching the yard with contentment.

“So,” Nadia said, her voice casual but her eyes knowing. “Any news you want to share?”

Astoria and Miller exchanged a glance. They'd been talking about it for months—the possibility, the logistics, the terrifying leap into something bigger than just the two of them.

“Not yet,” Miller said delicately. “But maybe soon.”

Nadia’s face lit up. “Really?”

“Don’t pressure them,” Harper said immediately.

“I’m not pressuring! I’m enthusiastically inquiring.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It’s completely different.”

Astoria watched them bicker, affection clear in every word, and felt the last piece of her armor finally fall away. She’d spent so many years believing she had to be perfect to be wanted. These women taught her otherwise. They’d seen her at her worst—anxious, guarded, uncertain—and loved her anyway. They'd made room for her at their table and in their hearts, and they'd never asked her to be anything other than exactly who she was.

The evening wound down slowly. They helped clean up, Nadia insisting it was no trouble while Harper grumbled about how many dishes three people could possibly dirty. Willow passed out on the living room rug, exhausted from her important work of existing vigorously.

When it was time to leave, Astoria found herself wrapped in Nadia’s arms again, held tight and secure.

“I’m proud of you,” Nadia said quietly. “I hope you know that.”

Astoria’s throat tightened. “Thank you.”

“We’ll see you Friday at the exhibition.”

“I’ll save you first-row seats.”

Harper hugged her too, brief and solid. “Stop worrying so much,” she said. “You're family. That's not changing.”

“I know,” Astoria said and felt it ring true.

They loaded a sleepy Willow into the car and pulled away from the house, both of them waving at the porch where Nadia and Harper stood together, backlit by the warm glow from inside. Miller reached across the console and slipped her hand in Astoria’s.

“They love you,” she said.

“I love them too.”

“They’re going to spoil our hypothetical children rotten.”

Astoria smiled, watching the neighborhood slide past. “I’m counting on it.”

[image: ]


The house was dark when they pulled into the driveway, just the porch light Miller had left on casting a warm glow across the front steps. Willow stirred in the back seat, yawned dramatically, and followed them inside with the resigned air of a dog who'd had a very long day.

“You want anything?” Miller asked, dropping her keys on the counter. “Maybe some tea?”

“Just you.” Astoria held out her hand. “Come outside with me.”

They walked through the living room and out onto the deck, the ocean spreading before them. The moon hung low over the water, illuminating the gentle ripples. Crickets sang in the darkness, and somewhere in the distance, an owl called out.

Miller pulled Astoria close, wrapping her arms around her from behind, and they stood there watching the waves break against the rocks below.

“Your moms are going to show up at the exhibition with a list of questions for every artist,” Astoria said.

“Harper will definitely corner someone about their creative process.”

“And Nadia will ask if they’ve eaten recently.”

Miller laughed softly. “Definitely.”

They fell into the comfortable silence shared by two people who didn’t need to fill every moment with words. Astoria leaned back against Miller’s chest, and Miller tightened her hold as she pressed a kiss to her temple.

“Do you ever think about it?” Astoria asked. “How different things could’ve turned out?”

“Sometimes.”

“We almost didn’t make it here.”

Miller turned Astoria in her arms, meeting her eyes in the moonlight. “But we did.”

“We did,” Astoria agreed softly.

“And I’m not going anywhere,” Miller said. “You know that, right?”

“I know.” Astoria’s smile was small but certain. “You’re stuck with me now.”

“Forever please?”

“Forever. Promise.”

Miller kissed her, tasting the salt air on her lips. When they broke apart, Astoria’s eyes were bright, reflecting the starlight.

“Think you can stand another fifty years of this?” Astoria asked.

“Of Sunday dinners and Willow stealing my socks?”

“And me.”

Miller cupped Astoria’s face, brushing her thumb across her cheekbone that wasn’t as sharp as five years ago. “Especially you.”

They stood there on the deck overlooking the ocean, the same ocean that had witnessed everything: the walls Astoria had built, the person Miller had discovered herself to be, the love they'd fought for and almost lost and chose again every single day.

Crickets sang and waves broke against the shore. Above them, the stars twinkled in the velvet sky. And in the house behind them, Willow was already snoring on the couch, no doubt dreaming of tomorrow's stolen socks, completely certain of her place in this home, this family, this life they'd built together.

“Come on,” Miller said, reaching for Astoria’s hand. “Let’s go to bed.”

They walked inside together, and Miller flipped off the porch light, leaving just the moonlight streaming through the windows. Astoria’s hand was warm and familiar in hers.

In the bedroom, they undressed without urgency, falling into bed together. Astoria tucked herself against Miller’s side, her breath evening out almost immediately. Miller lay awake a little longer, feeling the weight of Astoria’s arm across her waist.

Five years ago, she’d walked into a mediation expecting to meet a villain. Now, she got to spend the rest of her life with the woman of her dreams.

Miller pressed a kiss to Astoria’s hair and closed her eyes.

Tomorrow, they’d wake up and do it all over again: the coffee, the dog, the ordinary magic of their shared life together.

She couldn’t wait.


AFTERWORD


Thank you for reading Sleeping with the Enemy.

Truly. It means the world to me that you chose to spend your time with Astoria, Miller, and the start of the Phoenix Ridge Billionaires series.

Phoenix Ridge has always been my favorite place to write — a city full of powerful, passionate women, complicated emotions, sharp edges, and the kind of love that refuses to play it safe. And the Billionaires of Phoenix Ridge are only just getting started… so if you enjoyed the tension, the steam, and watching an Ice Queen crack (just a little), stay tuned. There’s plenty more coming your way.

If you’re not ready to leave Phoenix Ridge yet, you might also enjoy my other series set in this universe —

• [image: fire] Phoenix Ridge Fire Dept — brave firefighters, high heat, and fierce chemistry

[image: backhand index pointing right] https://mybook.to/PRF1

• [image: hospital] Phoenix Ridge Medical — intense hospital drama, powerful women, and sizzling attraction

[image: backhand index pointing right] https://mybook.to/PRM1

• [image: police car] Phoenix Ridge Police — danger, tension, and women who fall hardest when the stakes are highest

[image: backhand index pointing right] https://mybook.to/PRP1

Strong women, intense chemistry, and always a Happy Ever After are my favorite things to write… and I hope they’re your favorite things to read too.

[image: love letter] Want a free hot short story?

You can grab one when you join my mailing list here:

[image: backhand index pointing right] https://bookhip.com/XCRDGWF

(It’s the best way to hear about new releases, exclusive extras, and upcoming Phoenix Ridge books.)

[image: mobile phone] And if you’d like to hang out with me between books, come say hi on Instagram and TikTok @emilyhayesauthor, where I share new releases, sneak peeks, and behind-the-scenes fun.

Thank you again for being here — and for loving these fierce women as much as I do.

I can’t wait to show you what’s next.

With love,

Emily [image: kiss mark]
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