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Prologue
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The sensation was familiar, almost institutional in its regularity. Wednesday night, ten-thirty on the dot. Rachel shifted beneath him, her legs falling open with the unspoken efficiency of a well-rehearsed routine. The sheets were the ones she had picked out, a high thread-count ivory that felt clinical against Nathan's knees as he settled between her thighs.

He was already inside her; his body having performed the mechanics without much conscious thought. The entry was smooth, aided by the predictable slickness of her arousal—a byproduct of schedule rather than spontaneous desire. Her pussy felt like home, if home was a warm, undemanding place. The walls of her were soft and yielding, clamping around him with a polite, practiced pressure. It wasn't unpleasant, but it wasn't electrifying. It was... sufficient. He knew her body better than he knew the quarterly financial reports at Blake & Thompson; he could map the ridges of her cervix with his eyes closed. He knew the exact angle that would make her breath hitch, the precise rhythm that would lead to the satisfactory conclusion they both silently agreed upon.

The bed, a sturdy oak frame from Crate & Barrel, began its steady metronomic protest against the wall. Thump. Thump. Thump. It was a sound of such profound domesticity that it echoed in his mind like the ticking of a clock, marking the passage of another month in their three-year relationship. Their two-bedroom apartment in Lincoln Park, with its sensible furniture and neutral paint colors, was the box they had built together, and this was its sacred, unimaginative rite.

Rachel's eyes were closed, her expression not exactly blissful, but resigned. She was participating, her hips rising to meet his with a languid roll that was as automated as his own thrusts. This was the way. This was what people who loved each other did. They had sex on Wednesday nights and on Saturday mornings if there was time. It was an act of maintenance, like paying the electricity bill or taking out the recycling. Necessary to keep the household running.

Nathan’s mind, untethered by the lack of genuine stimulation, began to drift. His hips maintained their tempo, a primal piston delivering on its promise, but his consciousness was miles away. He thought about the pretrial motion he was drafting for the Phillips merger, wondering if he could get the injunction pushed through before discovery ended. The rhythmic slap of his skin against hers became the slap of legal pads against a mahogany desk in his daydream. He thought about his grocery list. They were out of milk. He needed to remember to pick up milk.

He tried to focus on her, to find the thread that had once wound them so tightly together. Three years ago, he would have been drunk on the sight of her, on the scent of her peach body wash. Now, he noted the stray grays at her temples with a detached, almost anthropological interest. She was beautiful, objectively. Her breasts, full and soft, moved slightly with the force of his thrusts. He lowered his head, not to kiss her—kissing had tapered off about a year ago, deemed "too intense" for a weeknight—but simply to watch the way her pale skin flushed across her chest. It was a medical observation, not a passionate one.

Adventurous. The word surfaced in his mind like a bubble. When was the last time they had been adventurous? Never, really. Their sex life had begun vanilla and somehow managed to curdle into a flavor more bland than plain. There were unspoken boundaries, a comprehensive mental checklist of 'don'ts.' No anal, a subject she had shot down with a wrinkle of her nose that was so profoundly final he'd never had the courage to broach it again. Nothing rough. Their walls were thin. Nothing in places other than the bed or the carefully sanitized shower. He had once suggested tying her up, a playful experiment he'd seen in a movie, and she had laughed nervously, calling it "a little pervy." The word had stung more than he cared to admit.

The bed slammed into the wall again. Thump. Thump. He heard Mrs. Henderson in 3B rap back with her broomstick, her customary weekly protest. Rachel murmured something about trying to be quieter, her breathy voice devoid of any real urgency.

What would it feel like? his traitorous mind whispered. To fuck someone who wanted it loud, wanted it hard? Someone who would wrap their legs around you and dig their nails into your back, who would cry out your name without fear of waking the neighbors? The thought was a jolt, a forbidden current running through his limbs. It was followed immediately by a wave of guilt. He did love her. Underneath the bone-deep weariness, there was still a foundation of genuine affection. He loved the way she hummed when she cooked, the little furrow that formed between her brows when she was reading. He loved the quiet companionship of their Sunday mornings, reading the paper on the couch, her feet tucked under his thigh. That love was real, a solid and immovable piece of furniture in the spare, empty rooms of their life together. But sex had become a ghost in that house, a haunting they both politely ignored.

He looked down at her, at the vague placidity of her face. Her breath was coming faster now, a practiced pant that he recognized as her cue. He adjusted his angle, grinding against her clit the way he'd learned to do. It was a technique he had perfected, a means to an end. He felt the first tell-tale contraction around his cock, the flutter of her internal muscles. He increased his pace, chasing it now, the last remaining objective of this desultory exercise. Her hands, which had been limp at her sides, came up to rest on his lower back. Not grasping, not clawing. Just... resting. He was like a personal trainer, guiding her through the final set of a workout she didn't particularly enjoy.

Her orgasm was quiet, a sharp intake of breath and a series of shudders that he felt more than he heard. A moment of politeness, for him.

With her part complete, he let himself go. He closed his eyes, allowing the friction to finally overcome his disinterest. The images that flashed behind his eyelids were strange and disconnected—Mark Thompson's unexpectedly sharp smile from that afternoon, the outline of a colleague's shoulders in a tight-fitting dress shirt, the powerful, feral grace of two deer he had seen locking antlers on a nature documentary. An odd, masculine energy swirled in the darkness, a confusing but potent cocktail that finally pushed him over the edge.

He came with a shuddering grunt, the release feeling more like relief than pleasure. He pumped into the condom, feeling the familiar distant ache in his lower back, sweat trickling down his temple. For a moment, he stayed there, propped on his elbows, feeling his heart hammer against his ribs and hearing its echo in the rapid, fading pulse in his chest.

Then it was over.

He rolled off her, the immediate chill of the air conditioning hitting his sweat-slicked skin. The silence rushed back in, heavier now, punctuated only by the sound of their breathing. The rhythmic banging against the wall had ceased. The spell was broken.

Nathan rose wordlessly and walked to the adjoining bathroom, disposing of the condom in the wastebasket with a familiar, sad finality. He caught his reflection in the mirror—his face flushed, his hair damp, his eyes looking haunted and empty. He looked older than twenty-eight.

When he returned, Rachel was already pulling the clean ivory sheet up to her chin, her back to him, creating the customary chaste barrier between their bodies. The routine was complete.

"Goodnight, Nathan," she murmured into her pillow.

"Goodnight, Rach."

He slid into bed, the space between them vast yet insubstantial. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, listening to the thrum of the city outside their window. The dutiful transaction was complete. The bill had been paid. And yet, for the first time in a long time, Nathan felt not the familiar, gentle boredom, but the faint, terrifying whisper of a hunger that threatened to consume everything.

Office Hours

The digital text message was still there when Nathan woke up on Sunday morning, a stark reminder floating on his phone's screen amid the app notifications and Saturday's unread work emails. Sunday, 9 AM. Records audit. Double time on me. Don't be late.

He lay in bed for a moment, the empty space beside him still warm from Rachel's recent departure for her morning yoga class. The ivory sheets were tangled from another night of sleep that felt more exhausting than restful. The mandatory Wednesday night coupling, a dutiful exercise in maintaining appearances, left him feeling hollowed out, and Rachel's quiet morning presence, though familiar, felt like an echo of a feeling he was no longer certain he still possessed.

Double time.

That was the hook. At Blake & Thompson LLP, billable hours weren't just a metric; they were gospel. An associate's worth was measured in six-minute increments, and double-time overtime on a weekend was the equivalent of manna from heaven. It was a rare benevolent gesture from the senior partners, a financial tithe that could fund a vacation, pay down a chunk of his law school loans, or finally buy the designer sofa Rachel had been eyeing for their living room. How could he pass it up? It was the sensible, logical choice. The Blake & Thompson way.

The firm itself was a monument to that kind of thinking. Occupying twenty-five floors of a glittering glass-and-steel tower that pierced the Chicago skyline, Blake & Thompson was the embodiment of corporate power translated into architectural form. It was all sharp angles, polished marble, and hushed reverence. Everyone moved with purpose, their leather-soled shoes whispering against granite floors, their faces illuminated by the cool, approving glow of their computer screens. Nathan had been out of law school for four years, and he had already been sculpted by the place, shedding his youthful idealism for a pragmatic understanding that success here meant becoming part of the machine, a perfectly calibrated cog in a vastly profitable engine. Overtime wasn't just requested; it was expected. And to be paid twice your rate for it was an honor of the highest order.
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The office was closed... but the tension wasm’t.
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