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      “If you once realised that envy and ambition are poisonous, vicious, cruel, as deadly as the sting of a cobra, you would awaken to them. But the mind does not want to look at these things too closely; in this area it has vested interests.” – Krishnamurti

      

      “Never underestimate the power of jealousy and the power of envy to destroy. Never underestimate that.” – Oliver Stone
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      ALICIA

      Two weeks earlier

      

      Brie Anderson doesn’t sit.

      The KOAN operative—the woman who helped put Elena Vasquez in a box—moves in a quick, practiced sweep—windows, desk, the hallway beyond the glass wall—before she turns back to me.

      “This won’t take long,” she says. “But you should hear it.”

      Behind her, a man I don’t recognize steps in without introduction. Navy suit. FBI badge displayed prominently.

      “Ms. Morgan,” he says. “Special Agent Turner.”

      Brie closes my office door and I gesture to the chair across from my desk. Neither of them takes it.

      Brie sets a small evidence bag on the corner of my desk. Inside is a flash drive. No label. No explanation.

      “This is a recording,” she says, “from the confrontation with Elena Vasquez.”

      The name lands with familiar weight. I’ve managed the fallout from her actions for months. Senator David Crawford’s case. The investigation.

      “She’s dead,” I say.

      “Yes,” Brie replies. “But what she said before she died matters.”

      Agent Turner adds, “The FBI was monitoring the exchange in real time. The audio is now part of an active federal file.”

      I fold my hands together, the familiar posture of someone preparing to receive bad information. For a second, I consider refusing. “Play it.”

      Brie plugs the drive into my laptop. A waveform fills the screen. She lowers the volume before pressing play.

      I hold my breath.

      At first there’s only ambient sound—the distant rush of wind and hollow acoustics. Then Elena Vasquez speaks.

      Her voice is controlled, precise, carrying the faint accent of someone who has lived in too many capitals to belong to any of them.

      She’s confident. Mocking. Explaining, in elegant detail, how she plans to destroy Adrien d’Avricourt—the man whose cooperation unraveled her entire operation—by igniting an investigation she knows will take years to unwind.

      I listen, jaw tight, as she describes fabricated records and reputational damage like they’re inevitable facts.

      Then Brie’s voice cuts in on the recording—steady, calm—telling Elena the FBI has surrounded the house.

      There’s a shift. Subtle, but unmistakable.

      Elena stops performing.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done,” she says.

      Brie presses her. Asks for names.

      Elena laughs, brittle now. “You think he was the only one buying? You have no idea how deep this goes.”

      Defense contractors. Pharmaceutical companies. Foreign intelligence services.

      She doesn’t name them. She doesn’t need to.

      Then there’s a sound—she’s moving.

      “Elena,” Brie says on the recording. Her voice sharpens. “Don’t.”

      “I won’t rot in a cell,” Elena replies. Not afraid. Resolute.

      There’s a pause, and when Elena speaks again, it’s with deliberate clarity.

      “Tell Alicia Morgan she knows too much.”

      Blood rushes in my ears, but I don’t look away from the laptop.

      “Tell her the network remembers its friends—and its enemies.”

      The recording captures movement now.

      “Oh,” Elena adds, almost casually. “And your little company. KOAN.”

      Her tone shifts—almost amused.

      “They’re being watched. The Moores… Tell them they’re making enemies.”

      Brie’s voice cuts in again—firm, urgent—but the moment fractures.

      An unmistakable gunshot. Flat. Final.

      Brie stops the audio before the chaos that follows spills into my office.

      Silence settles, thick and oppressive.

      Agent Turner speaks first. “That statement is now evidence. Whether she was exaggerating or not, it exists in the record.”

      I lean back in my chair, every instinct urging me to compartmentalize. “So I’m…what? A footnote?”

      “A person of interest,” he corrects. “To people who don’t want their names spoken under oath.”

      Brie meets my eyes. “We didn’t bring this to scare you.”

      “No,” I say quietly. “You brought it so I would understand the stakes.” Elena Vasquez was the White House Chief of Staff. “I’ll likely be called in during any investigation, discovery, or congressional hearing.”

      She nods once.

      Agent Turner’s gaze flicks, briefly, to the framed photo on my desk—Stella at the beach, hair tangled by wind, smiling without reserve.

      “Right now,” he says, “we don’t believe anyone will move overtly. That kind of attention draws scrutiny. But caution isn’t paranoia. It’s preparation.”

      Brie picks up the evidence bag, returning it to her jacket. “The recording is in federal custody now. But Hudson wanted you to hear it directly. Dorian and Caroline Moore have been informed.”

      Of course.

      I close my laptop, the click decisive. “Thank you for letting me hear it.” I keep my voice level, professional.

      Brie’s expression softens by a degree. “Call me if you need anything.”

      They leave as efficiently as they arrived.

      When the door closes, my office feels too quiet.

      I pull up Stella’s school schedule on my phone. Play practice until five thirty. Safe. Accounted for. Elena Vasquez is dead.

      But her clients aren’t.

      And the people who benefit from silence rarely gamble with their freedom.
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      ALICIA

      My phone lights up with an unrecognized number: three nines in a row.

      I force myself to answer.

      “This is Alicia Morgan.”

      “Alicia, good. I got you.”

      I glance at the screen, switch to speaker, and set the phone on my desk. The afternoon sun slants through the window in my home office, the light too bright. I should close the blinds, but I don't move.

      “Dorian? Where are you calling from?”

      “Colorado. Caroline was just updating me⁠—”

      “The answer is no.”

      “Alicia…” He blends disappointment, censure, and warmth into one word.

      “They won’t be in your way,” he insists.

      “I agreed to security at my office and in select public locations. Not my home.”

      “I’ve been to your home. No cameras. A gate that opens onto a public sidewalk. Anyone who wants to watch you walks right past it on their morning run.”

      “I live in Georgetown, Dorian.” I square the corners of the file folders on my desk until they form a perfect ninety-degree angle. “Tell Caroline I said hello.”

      “She’s the reason I’m calling. Correction. Your daughter is the reason. If someone wants to reach you, Stella is the easiest way.”

      My fingers drift to my grandmother’s vintage Cartier watch on my wrist, the metal cool against my skin. “No one is coming after me.”

      “The woman who claimed they would is dead. Does that not concern you?”

      “She killed herself to avoid prison.”

      “Or she knew what was coming.”

      I lean back, press my head against the chair, and exhale through clenched teeth. “Dorian, you’re one of my best friends⁠—”

      “Really? Every time we invite you out to visit us, you decline.”

      “I have a twelve-year-old. Weekends away aren’t an option.”

      “Because she’s your world. Which is why I can’t believe you refused security.” His tone softens. “I nearly lost Caroline once. Don’t make the mistake I did. If something happens to Stella, you won’t recover.”

      Well, now that he’s gone and said that…

      “Do you even have proof this supposed network exists? Yes, my client was blackmailed. Yes, people paid. But no one has contacted me.”

      “A congressional hearing is in the works. You’ll be called in. If someone doesn’t want their name exposed, they might silence you.”

      A tension headache stirs behind my eyes. “I manage crises, Dorian. I’m not the crisis.”

      “Then let me help you.”

      “You mean let Caroline help me.”

      “She has resources. Use them.”

      “Your money funds them.”

      “What’s mine is hers.”

      “That’s generous,” I mutter.

      “Alicia, please. Just a couple of weeks. For Stella.”

      The doorbell chimes.

      I jolt, nudging my mouse to wake the monitor. The grainy feed shows a tall man in dark clothes, collar flipped high against the wind. He scans the street—alert, methodical, controlled.

      I've been in enough rooms with KOAN people to recognize him—one of their operatives, peripheral to the Crawford case. “Noah Bennett,” I say quietly.

      “Yes,” Dorian confirms. “He’ll cover nights. Your day rotation will remain the same. You’ll barely notice his presence.”

      “You sent him already?”

      “Because I knew you’d resist.”

      “I thought you said security isn’t one of KOAN’s services.”

      KOAN wasn’t a traditional security firm. They handled high-risk contracts—extractions, intelligence, and discreet problem-solving for clients who didn’t want headlines. Bodyguard duty wasn’t spelled out in their mission statement.

      “Caroline’s expanding—blending contracts, rescues, security. It’s her first year. The model’s evolving.”

      The bell rings again.

      “What exactly do you expect?”

      “Noah Bennett is currently assigned night shift. He’s there at your door to touch base with you. The night shift—it’s just precautionary.”

      “Unnecessary.”

      “Yes, it’s in an abundance of caution, but please, for me. For Stella.”

      My gaze lands on the silver frames of Stella, ranging from her as an infant in my arms, to a toddler photo with a wide, chubby-cheeked smile, to last year’s school photo in her middle school uniform where she appears to be far too old for her preteen years. She’s my life, and if something happened to her…

      “You won’t even know he’s there. He’ll stay in the car⁠—”

      “You think my neighbors won’t notice a man sitting in a car on the street all through the night?”

      Even in my driveway, someone would notice. Dorian’s being ridiculous. People walk their dogs and push baby carriages up and down the sidewalks constantly, looking in windows, judging everything from flower beds to holiday décor.

      “He can work from the guest room in the basement. But he’s the only one who has access inside my home. The others…they can meet me out front, at my businesses. I don’t want this arrangement to scare Stella. I’ll tell Stella that he’s…” I struggle for a way to spin it that won’t alarm my daughter. “I’ll tell her that he’s in charge of security for my business and he’s ensuring continuity. She knows I’ve had security during the day. I’ll tell her that he’s from out of town and so I offered him our guest room while he gets everything set up. She doesn’t need to know that he’s working nights. Two weeks. That’s all I’m giving you. No more than that. Understood?”

      “Two weeks,” he agrees quickly.

      “Caroline’s listening, isn’t she?”

      Her voice chimes faintly in the background. “Thank you, Alicia. I feel so much better.”

      “Not a problem,” I lie, rising from my desk.

      The clock on my monitor shows the time: 3:33 p.m. I do a double-take. Repeating numbers have always snagged my attention—numerology’s quiet language, patterns the universe uses to communicate if you’re willing to look. Alignment. Protection. A reminder the universe is pervasive, even if I don’t want to believe in omens.
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      NOAH

      The Federal-style home sits on a corner in Georgetown’s East Village; its black door set back behind a stretch of brick sidewalk, still damp from last night’s rain. Two slender trees stand behind an iron fence, roots pushing through frost-cracked brick. A side gate opens to a narrow carport. Real estate gold.

      From a security standpoint, it’s a nightmare.

      Too many windows. Too many entry points. The side glass panes beside the door offer a clear view straight through the house. Two more windows sit equidistant to each side of the front door, all four windows at climbable height. On the side street, four more climbable windows face the curb. In back, a low brick wall encloses a yard lined with glass doors that eat half the first floor. Pretty—and easily accessible.

      Cold air carries the faint scent of chimney smoke and diesel from the delivery truck idling a block over. November has done its work on the trees—the elms bare, the oaks holding their last brown leaves—but the ivy clings to the brick, thick enough to hide a man standing flush against the wall. The street is quiet—only the soft hiss of passing tires, the distant bark of a dog.

      Georgetown’s East Village is safe, on paper. But if someone wanted Alicia Morgan or her daughter, this corner makes it easy. A van could pull up, grab the target, and vanish before the alarm thrusts the police department into action.

      My gaze scales the three-story brick facade. They said townhome, but this place stands alone, wide and solid. Maybe the term applies because it shares a brick fence with the adjacent home, but by local standards, this is luxury.

      I lift my phone and take perimeter shots for the team. If she’s a high-value target, she needs to move. No system on earth makes this secure. Corner property. Open sightlines. Six, maybe eight, rooftops with clear sniper angles. All it takes is time.

      I ring the bell once. Wait. Ring again.

      No answer.

      She’s supposed to be home. I could circle the block, check the rear approach, but from here I can already monitor both the gate and door. Another vulnerability.

      Intersection cams might have visual coverage. I’ll ask Quinn to pull the CCTV feed.

      Footsteps click beyond the wood. Then the lock turns.

      She opens the door dressed for business—silk blouse, tailored slacks, heels that bring her closer to six feet. Dark hair past her shoulders, blue eyes that hold mine for exactly two seconds before she extends her hand. “Noah.”

      I’ve seen her in briefings. Watched her manage a room the way other people manage individual conversations—effortlessly, and with complete awareness of everyone in it. Knowing that didn’t prepare me for her at close range.

      I take her hand. Her grip is firm, professional. She lets go quickly. Everything about her reads controlled. Composed. The gold necklace, the careful makeup, the way she stands in the doorway without stepping back to let me in yet—this is someone used to managing impressions.

      The staircase rises behind her, elegant and imposing. I can see through the entire first floor from the front door. Beautiful. Vulnerable.

      “Come in. I was on the phone with Dorian.” She says the name like it explains everything. It does. “He mentioned you’ll be covering night shift. I’ll set you up in the basement guest bedroom.”

      I pause. Hudson’s instructions had been clear: nearby surveillance, not on-site. But I’m not about to argue in her foyer.

      “That works,” I say, following her through the wide hall, toward a kitchen with windows to the back courtyard.

      Inside, sunlight spills across dark maple floors, reflecting off stainless steel fixtures and glass walls. The scent of fresh coffee lingers, cut with citrus—some type of cleaner, maybe lemon oil.

      The back wall is almost entirely glass, overlooking a patio where ivy shivers in the breeze. To the left, a dining room behind glass doors; the white, modern kitchen gleams beneath pendant lights; down the hall, twin living areas flank the foyer—one formal, one casual.

      It’s minimalist, curated, and far too open. Too exposed.

      “You have a beautiful home,” I say.

      “Thank you.” Her gaze flicks to my boots, then through the window where I’ve parked in the short driveway that runs along the side of her home.

      “You can’t park there overnight. If you’re blocking the sidewalk, you’ll get ticketed. The carport fits two, but my daughter plays basketball after school. Once she’s in bed, I’ll move my car so you can park behind me.”

      I can think of bigger logistical issues than parking, but I nod. Hudson can get the report later.

      “I wasn’t expecting you today,” she says, descending the stairs to the floor below, the faint spice of her perfume trailing behind her. “Forgive the chaos.”

      “No problem.” That’s what I say, but I see nothing out of place that would indicate chaos of any kind.

      In the basement, the air temperature drops, and instead of lemon, I pick up notes of detergent and fabric softener. Laundry.

      “You’ll stay here. It’s a better place to set up than the street. Besides, street parking can be a challenge.”

      The guest room is neat, the sheets crisp, pulled back over the comforter in a hotel-worthy turn-down display. Across the hall, a bathroom. To one side, an exercise room; to the other, a den with a heather-gray sectional, oversized TV, and grasscloth walls, their texture catching the recessed light. The thick carpet muffles our steps. A bar gleams under recessed lighting. No chaos in sight.

      “That fridge holds wine,” she says. “The other’s stocked with water and soda. Use the kitchen upstairs if you’d rather. Laundry room’s there.” She points. “Cleaning service comes Thursdays. They handle laundry, too.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” She might think I’m living here, but that’s not actually the plan. I have an apartment in NoMa—North of Massachusetts Avenue, close enough. I’m night shift.

      She doesn’t respond, simply climbs the stairs ahead of me. I keep my eyes on the hallway.

      We continue, past the main floor I entered into, and up an additional flight of stairs.

      Up here, the light grows warmer.

      She gestures toward an open doorway. “My bedroom.” She points in the opposite direction. “When I work from home, I work in there.”

      She points to a glass-walled home office that mirrors her office in Manhattan.

      KOAN has been running daytime protective services for her about a month now. No specific threats identified, but the congressional investigation is gaining traction—and the people it’s likely to expose aren’t minor players. Elena Vasquez was White House chief of staff. The names connected to her network reach high enough that even the president isn’t above scrutiny. Anyone tied to the original case becomes a potential target, and Alicia Morgan is tied directly—she managed the senator’s crisis, she knows names, she’ll likely be called to testify. Until recently she’d insisted nine to five coverage was sufficient. Hudson disagreed. So did I.

      The hallway walls are lined with photos—sun-drenched candids of her and a dark-haired little girl with freckles and a wide smile. Unexpected warmth against all the white.

      “My daughter’s bedroom is upstairs,” she says, pointing to the next flight. “Two rooms and a sitting area. One’s her hangout space, one her bedroom. The top floor’s hers.”

      “That’s good,” I say. “Safest floor.”

      She tilts her head, either as a question or in annoyance. I’m not sure which.

      “And that one?” I gesture to a closed door beside her room.

      “My closet.” A small, satisfied smile. “Converted bedroom.”

      Of course. Control, order, design.

      She steps into her office, opens a drawer, and hands me a set of keys. “These open all exterior doors.”

      “You have an alarm.”

      “Yes.” She retrieves a black folder, passes it across the desk. “Instructions, codes, contacts. I only know mine—you can set your own.”

      Her movements are smooth, efficient, but a slight tightness at the corners of her mouth betrays fatigue.

      I clock the framed photos on her desk. Her daughter—blue eyes, freckles, messy pigtails, joy unfiltered. A reminder that somewhere beneath all this polish, warmth exists.

      “If you need anything, contact Caroline,” she says, then hesitates. “Or Hudson. I mix them up sometimes.”

      “Hudson’s my supervisor.” When she mentions Caroline, she must be referring to Caroline Moore, KOAN’s founder. Dorian is her husband, a billionaire who has been in the news periodically over the decades thanks to his political family. That must be the Dorian she mentioned earlier.

      “Right.” She nods. “Let Hudson know.”

      “I’ll do a walk-through,” I tell her. “Check sightlines, entries, blind spots.”

      “Whatever you need.” She turns back to her computer, the soft clack of keys filling the silence. “When Stella gets home, I’ll introduce you. I plan to tell her you’ll be here a couple of weeks to get my business security team in place. Just so she’s not spooked.”

      “Appreciate that.”

      She smiles without looking up. “Good.”

      I lift the folder. “Thanks for this.”

      “Of course.”

      I head for the stairs. The house is quiet except for the faint hum of the HVAC and the distant trill of a phone upstairs.

      At the landing, I pause. Sunlight spills through the glass, white and still. Outside, a siren wails far away, fading fast.

      I’ve assessed hundreds of situations. But as I move downstairs, one thought stays with me—we can secure the perimeter. What I’m not sure of is how to secure her.
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      ALICIA

      “If I understand you correctly, Robert”—I glance at the timer on my phone: thirty minutes; Lord, this man can talk—“You’d like for me to meet with your PR team to coach them on rehabilitating the image of oil and gas.”

      “Image isn’t the word I’d choose. It’s the public perception. We’ve been under fire for decades and our lobbying team has spent so much time focused on legislation we haven’t paid enough attention to public perception and that’s⁠—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there, Robert. I think you’ve misunderstood what I do.”

      “You’re the fixer.”

      “Sir, Morgan & Company manages crisis communications and public affairs for politicians, celebrities, and major organizations facing scandal. We develop strategies to protect reputations and navigate crises.”

      “I know,” he drawls. “That’s why you’re perfect. All I want is for you to come in and train my people for a day. Talk with us. Consult. I know you usually work with individuals, but we’re an organization.”

      I have absolutely no desire to work with the lobbying arm of oil and gas.

      “Name your price.”

      I close my eyes, exhale slowly. “Tell you what, Robert. Let me give it some thought. I’m not currently accepting new clients⁠—”

      “Now we both know that’s not true. When a crisis hits, you’re there. And this is a crisis.”

      “Let me think on it. Perhaps I can send someone⁠—”

      “No, ma’am. We want you.”

      Thirty-three minutes. If I end this now, I can still save the hour.

      “Thank you for the call, Robert. I don’t believe we’re the best fit. I wish you well.”

      With quiet satisfaction, I end the call.

      Was that shortsighted of me?

      My father’s stern voice infiltrates the silence—Business is business. If you don’t do what you need to do to get ahead, someone else will leapfrog right over you.

      “Sorry, Dad,” I murmur to the empty room. “I’ve built this company from the ground up. I’ve earned the right to say no.”

      I have more business than I can manage—and what keeps me grounded is that my clients have faces. They may have screwed up, but there’s always someone behind the headlines: children, parents, employees. People who rely on them. Most just want a way through the storm, a chance to do better.

      Maybe it’s naïve, but it’s how I rationalize what I do. And I have zero interest in crafting smoke and mirrors to cloud the transparency of a lobbying group.

      I scan my email, determine nothing requires a response before tomorrow, and push up from my desk, done for the day. I cross the hall, enter my closet, and change into a cashmere lounge set, taking care to box my heels and place my slacks and blouse in the drycleaning pile. I always dress professionally, even when working from home. One never knows when a crisis might arise—or when one might have to face the press.

      It’s early to be finished, and maybe I’m tempting fate by ending my workday before six, but I promised myself I’d cook dinner for Stella tonight. There’s a glass of wine near the stove with my name on it.

      It’s early evening, but the sun has set and outside a blend of red brake lights and white headlights blurs. The back patio is lit via floodlight, casting a golden glow.

      As I pour myself a glass of wine before setting about cooking dinner, I watch Noah Bennett. He appears to be studying the roofline. The collar of his jacket is raised to his angular jaw, his dark hair cropped short with military precision. Even at this distance, the faint scar through one eyebrow gives his face a harder edge. A scarf covers his neck. He was tall and undeniably attractive, warm bronze skin and hard angles softened only by the quiet steadiness of his expression. The kind of man women noticed first and only afterward began to study.

      KOAN provided his resume when he worked on Senator Crawford’s case. Joined the Army at eighteen, multiple deployments. Speaks conversational Spanish, basic Arabic, and Pashto. Expert marksman, martial arts training, tactical driving, first aid certified.

      Thirty-one. Born in 1995.

      So many choices still ahead.

      I pull ingredients from the refrigerator—salmon, potatoes, herbs for the salad—and my mind drifts to where I was myself at his age. Juggling a newborn, an unraveling marriage, postpartum depression, and a fledgling business I refused to let die. He’s out there assessing rooflines. I was trying to keep my life from collapsing. I wonder what it’s like—to end a day and actually be done.

      No responsibilities. No one depending on you.

      It’s hard not to envy that.

      His deep brown eyes meet mine through the glass, pinning me in place. I blink, realizing I’ve been staring. I nod—unembarrassed. He’s on my patio, after all. And a man like him is probably used to catching stares.

      His easy view inside to me is a reminder that at dusk, my house turns into a fishbowl. I grab the remote and press a button. The soft whir of descending shades fills the silence. Privacy restored, I cue up an evening playlist and check my phone, tracking Stella’s location.

      Her father passes her school on the way home, so he’ll pick her up after play practice and bring her home. She should be back by now, but sometimes practice runs long. Based on her location, she’s still at school. I hope that means play practice is running long, and Richard isn’t running late.

      A knock at the front door startles me. When I open it, Noah stands there, framed in the street lights.

      “You have a key. You can come in.”

      A slow, subtle smile spreads. “It’s still your home. I want to be respectful.”

      “Well, come on in. Did you decide we’re safe for the night?”

      “After you lowered the shades—yes. I checked the sightlines around your house—the shades are effective.”

      The door clicks closed behind him. “My friend, Dorian, insisted I hire professionals to outfit the place when I purchased this house. Hence, shades.”

      “Did you move in recently?”

      “After my divorce—or, well, separation, really. So…” I run through the years, the separation, moving out of our marital home against my lawyer’s advice, buying this place against my friend’s recommendations, Stella having to adjust to two homes when she was in first grade… “About six years? Would you like some wine?” I offer, padding silently in my fuzzy socks back to the kitchen. A chill entered the house when I opened the door, so I click a button and the gas fireplace comes to life with golden flames.

      “Oh, I don’t want to be in your way,” he’s quick to say.

      “Please. Join us. I don’t always cook dinner, but I did tonight and there’s more than Stella and I can eat. Since you’ll be around, it’s better that she meets you in a friendly setting in case you cross paths, and besides, I don’t like drinking alone.”

      That last bit isn’t exactly true, as a glass of wine at the end of the day is my ritual. If I’m not out for a work event or dinner, I drink that glass alone and find it therapeutic. But tonight, saying it feels welcoming.

      He unbuttons his coat and pulls at the scarf looped around his neck.

      “Here,” I offer, taking both, “I’ll put them in the entry closet.”

      He hands them over and I can’t help but notice the pull of the sweater across his chest, his broad shoulders, and the narrow waist. Definitely fit.

      I return from the closet to find Noah standing by the kitchen island, hands resting lightly on the marble countertop, his gaze tracking the room with quiet assessment. Even relaxed, he’s watchful, evidenced by the way his shoulders angle toward the door, the slight tilt of his head as I approach.

      “Wine?” I ask again, lifting my glass.

      “Water’s fine, thanks.”

      I fill a glass from the filtered tap and slide it across the counter. “You’re on duty?”

      “Always.” He takes a sip, then sets it down carefully. “Did you do the renovation on this place?”

      “No. Stella was in first grade when I moved so I searched for something turnkey.” I stir the potatoes, adjust the heat. “It was...a difficult time. The divorce, I mean. My lawyer thought I should stay in the marital home until everything was finalized, but I couldn’t. And my friend Dorian—” I gesture vaguely, “—he thought this place was too exposed. Corner lot, too many windows. But I liked it. It felt like mine. And it had been gutted. Total redesign. You couldn’t get more turnkey.”

      Noah nods slowly, his expression neutral but his eyes attentive. “It’s a good house.”

      “You’re just being polite.”

      “No,” he says, and there’s a surprising firmness in his tone. “It’s a good house. Just...needs some adjustments. But we’ll handle that.”

      The way he says we shouldn’t feel as reassuring as it does. It’s preferable to believe Dorian’s being absurd.

      Before I can respond, my phone buzzes on the counter. Stella’s location shows her moving—finally. Richard must have picked her up.

      “She’ll be here in a few minutes,” I say, more to myself than to Noah. “My ex-husband drops her off. He’s particular about routines.”

      “Understood.”

      I pull the salmon from the oven and check the potatoes. The kitchen fills with the scent of herbs and lemon. It’s a small domestic ritual, but it grounds me—proof that despite everything, I can still create order, still provide.

      “Do you cook?” I ask.

      Noah’s mouth quirks. “I can manage. My mom made sure I wouldn’t starve when I left for basic training. Nothing fancy, but I won’t burn the house down.”

      “That’s reassuring, given you’re living here.”

      His laugh is low and genuine. It softens his face, makes him seem less like a security operative and more like...just a man. A man in my kitchen, drinking water while I cook dinner.

      The front door opens, closes with a bang, followed by rapid footsteps.

      “Mom? I’m home!”

      Stella appears, backpack slung over one shoulder, cheeks flushed from the cold. Her dark hair—so much like mine—is pulled into a messy bun, and her school uniform is rumpled, skirt hitched up slightly from the car ride.

      Then she sees Noah.

      She stops mid-step, eyes widening. “Oh. Hi.”

      “Stella, sweetheart, this is Noah Bennett. He’s part of the security team and is going to be staying with us for a couple of weeks.”

      Noah steps forward, extending his hand with an easy confidence. “Nice to meet you, Stella.”

      She shakes his hand, her expression torn between curiosity and caution. “Are you like...a bodyguard?”

      “Something like that,” Noah says. “I’m helping your mom make sure everything’s running smoothly with her business.”

      Stella’s gaze flicks to me, then back to Noah.

      “Dad asked me why you have security people around now. He seemed kinda annoyed. And now there’s someone living here?” She drops her backpack. “Are you gonna tell him?”

      I smooth my hands down my lounge set. “I’ll address his concerns when we speak. There’s nothing for you to worry about, sweetheart⁠—”

      “Mom.” Stella levels me with a look far too knowing for twelve. “You always say that.”

      My throat tightens. She’s too smart. Too observant. I open my mouth to deflect, but Noah speaks first.

      “You play basketball?” he asks, nodding in the direction of the carport where a hoop hangs against the back brick fence wall.

      Stella blinks, caught off guard by the shift. “Yeah. I mean, not like on a team or anything. Just for fun.”

      “What’s your range?” Noah asks, leaning one hip against the counter. “You a three-point shooter? Mid-range?”

      A small smile tugs at Stella’s lips. “I’m working on my free throws. Dad says I shoot too flat.” Her father is the one who installed a basketball goal at the end of the carport—with my permission.

      “Your dad might be onto something,” Noah says easily. “But flat’s better than too much arc. You can adjust flat. Too much arc, you’re fighting gravity the whole way.”

      Stella’s smile widens. “You play?”

      “Used to. Pickup games mostly, back in Chicago, where I grew up. Haven’t had much time lately, but I can still hold my own.”

      “Maybe we could play sometime?”

      “Anytime,” Noah says easily. “I’d love to.”

      Stella glances at me, then back at Noah, her earlier tension easing. “Cool.”

      I exhale slowly, relieved she let the questions drop. “Dinner’s almost ready. Why don’t you go wash up?”

      “Okay.” She grabs her backpack, then pauses in the hall. “Noah?”

      He turns. “Yeah?”

      “Marvel or DC?”

      “Marvel. Captain America.”

      Stella grins. “Good answer.”

      She disappears upstairs, her footsteps light and quick.

      I turn back to the stove. “Thank you,” I say quietly. Talking to my daughter isn’t in his job description.

      Noah shrugs, picking up his water glass. “She’s a good kid. Smart.”

      “Too smart sometimes.”

      “That’s not a bad thing.”

      I plate the salmon and arrange the potatoes. “She’ll ask more questions later. Especially if her father keeps playing it up.”

      “Then we answer what we can,” Noah says simply. “Kids know when you’re lying. Better to give her the truth—just the version she can handle.”

      I glance at him, surprised by the steadiness in his voice. “You sound like you’ve got some experience.”

      “I have a younger sister. Maya. When she was a teen…” He trails off, a faint smile touching his lips. “Let’s just say I got good at managing questions I didn’t want to answer.”

      “And how did that work out?”

      “She still doesn’t trust me when I say everything’s fine.” His smile widens. “But she knows I’ll tell her when it matters.”

      I set the plates on the island and call Stella back down. As we settle into dinner—awkward at first, then easier as Noah asks Stella about school, about her play rehearsals, about her friends—I realize something.

      For the first time in weeks, I’m more relaxed. Less fearful.

      And that grates almost as much as the threats Dorian insists exist.
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      NOAH

      Dinner at the kitchen counter is unexpectedly casual. I’ve spent a month trailing Alicia Morgan—DC office, New York office, always at a distance. Out of sight, out of mind. She’s been polite but resistant, clearly unconvinced she needs protection. This—sitting at her kitchen island with a bright, talkative twelve-year-old between us—wasn’t part of the plan.

      This afternoon I touched base with Gabriel Martin, a recent addition to the KOAN team. He’s got a military and intelligence background and comes from a black ops group on the West Coast called Arrow Tactical. Said he wanted to make the move to the East Coast, so they pitched him on KOAN. He’s come to the East Coast for personal reasons, so when Hudson brokered the shift change, I took the night shift. It’ll free up Gabe’s evenings, and having my days open isn’t a bad thing. My dad’s in Jersey. Easier to get up there when I need to. We’re not always on the same page, but I still show up when it counts.

      As it is, I’m here—listening to Stella walk us through The Crucible with the kind of intensity that suggests she’s not just playing a role, she’s inhabiting it. She talks with her hands, her voice rising and falling as she reenacts scenes I barely remember from school.

      “I’m the bad guy,” Stella says, grinning. Pure joy at getting a part.

      “The kind Captain America would go after?” She laughs, and when she does, Alicia lights up. All that time trailing her, and this is different—sparkling eyes, wide smile, relaxed.

      “No. It’s far more subtle. No guns. I’m Mary Warren—she gets caught up in the witch hysteria and lies.” Stella leans forward, animated. “Can you imagine? Someone could just say ‘You’re a witch’ and if enough people agreed, you’d burn.”

      “About as believable as a red-caped hero flying through the sky,” I say.

      Stella grins. “Exactly. And you know what? It was all about land. The ‘witches’ owned property, and back then women could only inherit land if they were widows. Total land grab disguised as hysteria. Not that that’s what the play’s about. That’s more about jealousy. And hysteria. Arthur Miller didn’t touch the land aspect. He was more about the emotion.”

      “Smart kid,” I say, glancing at Alicia.

      “Too smart sometimes,” Alicia murmurs, but her pride shows.

      “When is this play?” I ask as Alicia gets up and lifts her plate from the counter. I quickly push my stool back, aiming to help.

      “The week before Thanksgiving.”

      “Nothing like a lighthearted holiday play to kick off the holidays.”

      “Oh, it’s not a holiday play,” Stella’s quick to correct me.

      “I think he knows that, Stella,” Alicia says.

      “Do you want to shoot hoops?” Stella asks.

      “How much homework do you have?” Alicia asks, a hand on her hip.

      “None. Got it all done at play practice.” She exhales with overplayed exhaustion. “It wasn’t even my scene, but I had to sit there the whole time anyway.”

      “If you’re done…go.” Alicia catches my eyes, and behind Stella’s back, mouths, “Is that okay?”

      She’s wondering if it’s okay for Stella to go out at night. We don’t have any reason to believe it’s not. Other than one declaration that an unknown group might go after Alicia, and a certainty there are several who won’t want her testimony public, we’ve uncovered no credible threats. She’s not on lockdown.

      If anyone comes for Alicia, I expect it’ll be the same way they targeted her client—through blackmail. Or possibly with a calculated effort to undermine her business, and therefore, her credibility. We’re here in an abundance of caution.

      As for going out tonight, I run the assessment: locked gate, no sightlines, me positioned between them and any approach. If anyone comes for Alicia or her daughter, it won’t be tonight with a street grab in her carport.

      I meet her gaze and nod.

      “Okay,” Alicia says. “But when he’s had enough, he’s done. Got it?”

      Stella charges out as if she didn’t hear a word her mom said.

      “You really don’t have to do this,” Alicia says before I slide out the door behind Stella.

      “Are you kidding? I love to shoot hoops.” And it’s true—a few shots at the hoop beats monitoring movement notifications from the basement.

      The floodlight casts a golden glow across the carport. Cold air bites my face. Alicia’s Rivian is parked at the far end, practically touching the iron gate, leaving the court clear.

      Stella’s already bouncing the ball by the time I step outside.

      She’s quick—two dribbles, a pivot, a shot that clangs off the rim.

      “Rusty,” she says with a grin. “I haven’t played much lately. Dad says I should stick with theater, but basketball’s more fun.”

      I catch the rebound and pass it back. “You play with him often?”

      “Sometimes.” She shrugs, dribbles once. “He’s kind of overprotective. Says Mom being on the news makes her a target.” She glances up, searching my face. “Now with you here? He’s gonna freak out.”

      Her words flow freely as she dribbles, but if I’m reading her right, she’s testing the waters. I keep my reply neutral. “Your dad just wants to make sure you’re both safe. That’s what dads do.”

      “Yeah. He’s different than Mom.” She takes a shot, sinks it clean.

      “Nice,” I say, catching the ball and passing it to her.

      “Mom’s great, but she’s intense. Everything’s gotta be perfect—grades, the play, everything. She wants me to be ‘the best version of myself.’” Stella makes air quotes with one hand while dribbling with the other. “Sometimes it just feels like a lot.”

      She shoots. Another swish. I pass it back, watching her reset for another shot. “Sounds like she believes in you.”

      “She does.” Stella’s voice softens. “It’s just…a lot.”

      She shoots again. The ball arcs high, smooth, perfect form. It drops through the net with a whoosh.

      “Sweet,” I say.

      She grins. “Guess I still got it.”

      She’s just a kid—laughing, fearless, free—griping about her parents.

      “What’s your favorite team?”

      “Dad likes the Knicks.” She shrugs. “I don’t really watch basketball.”

      “Like your mom.”

      “Yeah.” She grins. “Guess I got that from her.”

      “Yet you play?”

      “Yeah.” Her ponytail swings as she circles, getting in line for another shot. “You gonna play, or you gonna just stand there?”

      “Smack talk, huh. Let’s go.”

      We keep shooting until the motion of the ball and the sound of her laughter fill the carport, likely carrying over into the neighbors’ spaces. Across the street, lights glow warm through the window. Normal life. Family life.

      For the first time since joining KOAN—maybe since enlisting—I let myself wonder what that would be like. Then Stella misses a shot, groans dramatically, and the moment passes.

      “First to ten?” she asks.

      “Let’s go.”
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      ALICIA

      “Why are you studying in the car?”

      Stella’s head is bent over her notebook, hair spilling across the page. For someone who claimed she didn’t have homework last night, she’s unusually focused on the drive to school this morning.

      “Meredith said that she thinks we’re gonna have a pop quiz today.”

      “And I bet Meredith studied last night, didn’t she?”

      “Mom. It’s fine. I know the material.”

      “I hope so.” I flick my signal and check the rearview.

      The curb is empty. No black SUV. No shadow in my mirror. He actually listened.

      A knot between my shoulders loosens—but only a little. I don’t like being managed, especially by men. Aside from my personal hangup, a protection detail doesn’t eliminate risk. And if it’s too visible, it could impact Stella. I don’t want her to be scared.

      I really need to speak to Dorian again. I understand he has reasons to take concerns seriously, and I appreciate his friendship, but he’s projecting his fears onto me.

      Stella’s school comes into view, and she says, “Stop here, Mom.” I’m a block away from the carpool line. “That’s Meredith.”

      She points at a uniformed girl I recognize. She’s been a friend of Stella’s for years—bright, studious, and gifted. I’ve been in more than one parent-teacher conference where a teacher mentioned her casually in conversation. I’m grateful she’s one of Stella’s close friends as she’ll help motivate her to push herself.

      Given I’m pressed for time and skipping the carpool line will be a blessing, I pull to the curb and Stella hops out.

      “Hey,” I shout, forcing her to pause before slamming the car door. “I love you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Love you, too.”

      “Have a good⁠—”

      Bam. The car door slams, but she waves and blows me a kiss.

      I’ll take it.

      Thirty minutes later I’m pulling up to the valet at the Four Seasons for the Policy and Media Symposium. I check the time as the valet hands me a tag and pause when my gaze catches on Gabriel Martin.

      I told Noah I wouldn’t need security here. Gabriel was supposed to meet me at my office. So much for listening.

      The last thing I want is for people in my industry to pick up that I have a security detail—and this is DC. The attendees are savvy to security.

      My heels click on the polished marble as I make my way to the side of the lobby where Gabriel Martin stands near concierge.

      “Gabriel,” I say, choosing his first name, because I met him last week.

      “Ms. Morgan,” he says, voice clipped, gaze slipping past me, on alert.

      “I do not want you here.”

      “No one knows I’m here for you.”

      I tilt my head, recognizing he has a good point, but that’s not the point. I said no, and here he is. I told my daughter to do her homework, and she said she had none. None of this is acceptable.

      I pull out my phone and dial Hudson Stone.

      He answers with a crisp, “Ms. Morgan.”

      “I’m safe at the Four Seasons. Tell your employee to wait for me at my office, as planned. If you don’t follow my requests, I’ll call Dorian and tell him to pull the detail.”

      “Understood.”

      He likely continues to speak, but I don’t hear it as I disconnect the call and turn to Gabriel. “Call your boss.”

      With that handled, I proceed through the lobby, following the signs to the symposium and The Corcoran Ballroom. When I arrive at the location overlooking the canal, I pause in the doorway, scanning the scene of attendees. Many wear name tags, and there’s a low hum of chatter. The foyer is set with a continental breakfast—white linen tables, silver urns of coffee, and croissants under glass domes. The marble floors reflect the light from the large windows and, with the light at their backs, it’s more difficult to discern facial details.

      But one man in a pin-striped suit turns, and I recognize him instantly.

      Matthew Delacroix.

      Heat floods my face, then drains away just as quickly.

      His presence is unexpected. He hates these events.

      His eyes find mine across the room. That smile. Slow, knowing.

      The clink of china and polite laughter grate against my nerves.
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