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  Chapter 1
Curious Metrics


“An anomaly is not an error. It is a system telling us where it is weakest.”

- Prosperity Initiative Internal Memorandum


Connor Veau
Connor leaned back in his mesh office chair, tossed the green stress ball toward the ceiling panel. He brushed the dark hair from his eyes and caught the ball as it fell.
I should really get a haircut this weekend.
He glanced at The Hawthorn Group dashboard on his main monitor. On the screen, beneath System Activity Overview, was a line graph showing data traffic over time, a small panel listing Active Integrations, a box showing External Vendor Connections, and a timestamp that updated as entries were logged.
One graph kept pulsing. Nothing alarming really—no huge spikes, just a steady, rhythmic activity.
He sat forward, clicked into External Integrations and read Prosperity Risk Solutions – Active.
PRS doesn’t query this much, especially at ten o’clock at night.
He dropped the stress ball on the desk and pulled up the line entries.
“They don’t need real-time access. Not for reporting,” he muttered to himself.
What are they looking for?
His cursor hovered over the authorization link as he watched the timestamp tick forward—three minutes apart. Almost exactly. Finally, he clicked in and checked the permissions.
PRS had been given a much broader scope than he realized.
Connor’s eyes narrowed. He moved to run a deeper check when the office door rattled.
The soft snick of the latch sounded louder than it should have in the quiet office. Connor’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. On the screen, the timestamp rolled forward again.
Every three minutes.
“You’re still here?” Greta asked with surprise as she dropped the key in her bag and pushed the door closed. Her dark auburn hair was pinned into a low bun that had begun to come loose, soft strands framing her face. She wore a tailored black suit and heels, all sharp lines and control—undone only by the exhaustion in her eyes.
Connor pushed back from the desk. “Yeah. Just wrapping up.” He offered the attorney a distracted smile. “Are you and Jacob back from Chicago already?”
Greta didn’t notice Connor’s preoccupation. She dropped her leather case on the front desk with a dull thud. Her light blue jacket followed. “No, he’s not, and I didn’t go. Things got busy at the firm and, well… I couldn’t make it.” She trudged past Connor toward the small breakroom in the back. “I’ll go next time.”
Connor swiveled halfway back toward his monitor as she opened the refrigerator. The dashboard had shifted to idle gray—except for the one narrow band of blue still moving in its quiet rhythm.
He frowned.
“Everything okay? You’re here awful late.” Greta twisted the cap off a bottle of chilled water and took a sip.
“Yeah.” Connor straightened, forcing his hands away from the keyboard. “Mainly routine stuff. Playing catchup before the boss gets back.”
Routine stuff. Sure.
He rose and followed Greta to the breakroom, then stopped in the doorway and glanced back at his monitor.
The rest of the dashboard remained gray, but the blue line moved again. Another request. The rhythm didn’t break.
Connor watched a second longer, then pulled his denim jacket from the hook inside the breakroom door. “Will you be back in tomorrow?”
Greta shrugged and recapped her water bottle. “Yeah. I think I’m too tired to work tonight after all. I’ll walk out with you.”
Connor paused at his desk as Greta slipped back into her jacket. He shook his head, unsettled by the steady rhythm of the timestamps. He watched the blue line move once more before reaching over to switch off the monitor and desk lamp, then followed Greta from the dark office.






  
  Chapter 2
Chicago Winds


“Luck is simply probability that has not been properly assessed.”

-Prosperity Initiative Risk Assessment

Nescato Biraci
Nescato stepped into the late-night coffee shop as the blustery winter wind rushed past her, blowing powdered snow into the vestibule. She pushed the glass door shut behind her and muffled the howl of the Chicago night. Her champagne-blonde hair spilled in loose waves from beneath the fur-lined hood. Snow clung to the pale golden strands as the warmth from inside began to melt the frost from her coat. 
When she opened the inner door, none of the caffeine enthusiasts looked up from their electronic devices.
This is such an indifferent age.
She plucked the fingertips of her black leather gloves one at a time as she inhaled the intoxicating scent of dark roast and made her way through the half-empty café to the order station. She smiled pleasantly at the young man in the tan apron. “Caffé latte, please.”
“What size?”
“Grande.”
“Your name?”
“Nes.” She pulled the credit card from her phone-clutch and tapped the plastic on the reader, then dropped a five-dollar bill into the tip jar.
At the very back of the café sat a solitary figure in an expensive dark overcoat. His long, silky black hair covered half of his pale face. One eye glimmered in the low light as he watched her approach. “You’re late.” He stood as she approached the table.
Nes looked up at the vampire and grinned. “Am I?” She tossed her gloves on the tabletop and shrugged out of her fur-trimmed leather coat. “I think you’re early.” She laid her coat over the back of the chair beside her and dropped her phone-clutch atop her gloves. “Have you waited long?”
He gave her an elegant shrug. “A lifetime, or several.” A half-smile lightened his serious face. “Tonight? For you? Only three hours.”
She eyed him for a heartbeat, taking in his caramel-colored eyes and straight Grecian nose. “You could have called.” She folded her tall frame into the wooden chair and tapped a long, red, manicured nail on her phone.
“I have an aversion to those devices.” He returned to his seat.
“But you still own one.” Nes smiled at her companion. “Did you hunt before you came?”
“I don’t hunt every night.” He played with the cup before him.
“And you don’t drink coffee.”
“Hmm.” His lips curled slightly as he made a humming noise at the back of his throat.
“Nest,” the barista called.
The vampire’s eyes opened wide and he scoffed. “Nest?”
“I’ve been called worse.”
Before she could rise from her seat, the striking man rose smoothly from his chair. “Allow me, my little nestling.”
Nes smiled and tipped her head in thanks, then glanced at his barely touched cup of coffee.
“Lion?” She raised a brow as he placed her latte beside her clutch.
“His twist on Leon I suppose.” The tall, thin vampire folded himself back into his seat as he set her hot brew before her. “I shudder to think what kind of mess he would have made of Napoleone.”
“Napoleone Sanna.” Nescato took a sip from her steaming cup. “I wonder if I ever knew your family,” she waved her free hand and chuckled, “way back when.”
“Ah.” Leon nodded. “I forget you are older than I.”
“A detail that any true gentleman would indeed forget.”
Leon picked up a discarded Tribune newspaper from the empty table beside them. He flipped through several pages, then folded the newsprint in half. His gaze lifted from the paper to Nescato. “I may need to find a new place to call home. The neighbors are becoming too friendly.”
“There’s an app that can look for you, or several, honestly.” Nes sipped her latte. “And a few companies who will find you just the right place, for a fee, of course.”
Outside, the winter wind rattled the vestibule door.
Leon gave her an annoyed look and returned his gaze to the listing. “Yes—I know.”
Nes chuckled. “For an ancient being you are tragically predictable.”
“Hmm.” He refolded the pages of the paper, taking a section out and tossing it onto the table.
“Oh, I was going to tell you, I’ve been asked by the Field Museum to catalog items in an upcoming exhibit on ancient peoples of Central America. Apparently, the curator’s assistant has fallen ill, and they asked the museum to recommend someone that could step in.”
“Not really your area of the world, is it?” Leon glanced up.
“No, but I do have ancient artifact experience.”
A large group of people entered the coffee shop and wind gusted into the seating area, blowing the vampire’s long locks and sliding the discarded newspaper section across the table.
Nes slapped her hand on the newsprint before it fell onto the floor. Upside down, beneath her lacquered nails was a headline, “Philanthropists attend Children’s Hospital charity event in Chicago.” A black and white photo showed a tall man holding up one hand to shield his face from the camera as he bent his long frame into the back of a limousine.
Nes placed her cup on the paper to keep it from moving, then turned an offended glare at the customers who held open the vestibule doors. “Open one door at a time, people,” she muttered. The group of six made their way to the barista who took orders. “Tourists,” Nes muttered.
“Not this time of year,” Leon commented, not looking up.
Nes picked up her cup, and the article again caught her eye. She spun the paper, not interested in the lifestyle charity exposé, but the man in the photo seemed distantly familiar. She scanned the short article, but there were no names she recognized.
The grainy photo drew her attention. “Hmm. I wonder.”






  
  Chapter 3
Lake Effect


“Sustained survival in high-risk environments indicates external influence.”

- Prosperity Initiative Forecast Model

Jacob London
Jacob slapped this evening’s crumpled Chicago Tribune down on his sleek black hotel sofa with a growl. He tossed his heavy overcoat over the chair, then loosened his tie. “Put the bags by the door, please.” 
The bellhop unloaded the cart, a suitcase and a garment bag which he hung in the closet.
Jacob handed him a tip and closed the door. He pulled his tie from around his neck and opened the curtains on the floor-to-ceiling window that looked toward the Chicago River and Lake Michigan. As he watched the heavy snow fall, he practiced the calming breathing technique Greta taught him and finally felt the tense muscles along the sides of his neck begin to relax.
Another night in Chicago. At least the Tribune didn’t print my name.
They probably couldn’t get it from the Children’s Hospital, and didn’t associate Jacob London with The Hawthorn Group, who had made the multi-million-dollar donation.
The photo was bad enough.
Luckily—he scoffed at the term—they hadn’t captured his face. And now all flights are cancelled due to the weather.
He ran a hand through his hair and paced into the bedroom. Clean and empty. He returned to the tall windows. He didn’t bother with the television, knowing it would never hold his attention. He picked up the phone and punched the number for the front desk.
“Langham front desk. Good evening, Mr. London, my name is Steven. How may I assist you?”
“Hi Steven, sorry to bother you. I know we have a lot of snow coming down, but do you have any suggestions for this evening?”
“We have our in-house restaurant now serving a late dinner.”
“I’m not particularly hungry.”
“Bally’s recently opened a small casino a few blocks north of here on Wabash.”
“Perfect. Can you call a cab?”
“Yes sir. Will there be anything else?”
“No, Steven. Thank you. I’ll be right down.”
Jacob pulled on his coat, checked the pockets for his gloves and his tweed flat cap. Outside, a cab waited in the turn in. Jacob paused to admire the heavy lake-effect snow as he pulled on his gloves and hat. The temperature had plummeted even from a half hour ago.
“Where to sir?” The cabby asked in a sing-song voice.
“Bally’s.” Jacob settled in the clean back seat and watched through the front window as the driver pulled onto Wabash. 
Traffic was heavier than Jacob expected for a weeknight with this type of weather.
This would shut Dallas down for a week.
“The plows can’t keep up,” the driver said as the rear of the cab slid a bit on the slick street. “The good thing is, we are not going far.”
Jacob nodded as they slow-rolled to a stop at a light. Several cars passed through the intersection ahead before the light changed.
As his cab moved forward, Jacob gazed at the tall buildings, the tops of which disappeared into the low clouds and intense snow.
A sudden impact jarred the vehicle. Both the driver and Jacob exclaimed as the cab spun in the street. Lights whirled outside the window spinning wildly until another hard jolt tossed the automobile into the air. It came down on its side, then tipped over onto the roof, as the vehicle slid along the snow-covered street.
Without a seatbelt to hold him down, Jacob slammed into the cab’s headliner as glass shattered. Icy cold air and snow filled the car. Jacob blinked and with another loud crash, the world went black.


      ***Nescato Biraci
Nes sipped her latte and smiled at Leon’s superhuman focus on the classified ad section. “You should really drink your coffee.”
“If it tasted as good as it smelled, I might.” His gaze flicked from the newspaper to Nes. He graced her with one of his rare smiles, which transformed his face from its perpetually doleful expression into one of breathtaking beauty.
Nes blinked and took the last sip of her brew. She cleared her throat and set the empty cup on the table next Leon’s.
“I don’t think you ever told me how it was you came to be immortal.” His voice, low and warm. He folded the paper and crossed his legs, giving her the focus he gave moments ago to the Tribune.
“I’m sure we’ve discussed this.”
“Actually, no. We were always going to, but you would suddenly become busy, or anxious or, distraught about something.” He flicked his wrist, waved his hand in the air and smiled again.
Nes looked away. “Well, it’s a short story, really.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “I grew up in northern Europe a long time ago. Our small group, the Biraci, were one of the clans allied to the Langobard tribe. When I was in my teens, I was made the Shaman of my band. My mother, the former Shaman, had fallen ill and could no longer perform the rituals. My father, one of the elders, arranged for me to marry the son of a chief from another clan.” She grinned. “I was extremely excited. I know arranged marriages leave a bad taste in the modern mouth, but it was how things were done way back…” Her voice faded.
“I remember. Go on.”
“Well, the day of my wedding arrived along with all the Langobards. They had traveled for days on foot to reach us. The celebratory feast began immediately. I was secluded from everyone except those chosen to bathe and dress me for the ceremony, which was set to take place at sundown.” She stared at the laminate tabletop, her vision turned inward, remembering. “I peeked from my shelter, naturally, hoping to see my husband-to-be.”
“Did you see him?”
“Yes. Only for a moment. He sat by the central fire with his father. I thought he was well built and nice looking. I was pleased and excited, anxious and frightened all at once.”
She heaved a sigh and ran her hand over her face. “Near sunset, there was a great deal of commotion. One of the women ran into the hut to tell us my groom had disappeared. We all rushed out of the lodge. I still wore my wedding attire—a hooded cloak fashioned from white fox and rabbit fur.” She shook her head. “Ah, the things you remember.”
“Go on.”
“Well, I knew of a place where my younger sister used to hide.”
“You had a sister?”
“I did. She had no shamanic skills and always resented mine—but she was beautiful.” Nes smiled, lost in the memory. “I loved her so.”
“Did you ever find your groom?”
Nes lifted her gaze to meet Leon’s questioning stare. “I found him.” She blinked hard.
Tears? After two millenniums? I am so ridiculous.
“Agaria, my younger sister, had built a shelter in a nearby ravine. If you didn’t know where to look, you wouldn’t find it. But I knew where it was hidden.”
“Were they there, your sister and your groom?”
Nes nodded and swallowed the lump in her throat. “They were—naked and asleep from the mead… and each other, I suppose.” Nescato shrugged. “I was heartbroken and furious, mostly at Agaria. But he… he was so handsome, lying there.” She released a shaking breath. “I couldn’t bear to curse my sister, so I cursed him instead. I didn’t even know I could do such a thing, but the words fell from my lips as though predestined.”
“For this deceit, I curse you to love only her for all eternity—in whatever form she is reborn. You will watch her die a thousand times, knowing your life will always go on. Bound to her call, you will never rest in the slumber of death’s arms. Your torment shall be everlasting.”
The wind rattled the coffeehouse doors as the couple sat quietly.
“So you cursed your would-be groom with immortality, forever longing for someone he would no longer know.”
Nes nodded. “And of course, curse-magic always rebounds.”
“Ah, yes. I should have guessed. You share this curse then. Can you not undo this sorcery?”
“I don’t know. I might… if I could find him.” Nescato pushed her empty cup across the tabletop. “Somehow, Agaria reborn calls to Jor-danis.” She exhaled softly. “I don’t know how it works, but torment everlasting does fit. He is never far from my thoughts.”
“After two thousand years?” Leon exclaimed.
“And you?” Nes asked, eager to change the subject. “How did you gain immortality—like in the movies?
“Ha!” The laugh that burst from Leon’s chest was genuine. “All of that is romanticized nonsense. But we shall discuss my curse some other time, tesoro.”
Nes gave Leon a knowing smile. “Well, if that’s the case, I should get home. It is really coming down out there.”
Through the glass front of the coffee house, the buildings across the street were invisible due to the snowstorm.
Before Nes could rise, Leon had her coat open and held ready.
“Thank you.” She slipped her arms into the sleeves.
“You’re welcome, bella. Don’t forget your hood.”
Nes pulled the fur trimmed hood over her hair and leaned forward to kiss Leon’s cheek. “See you soon, bello.”
The cold had never bothered Nes. Northern Europe had roughly the same climate as Chicago so in that respect, it felt like home.
Although… I do love that cozy little beach in the Canary Islands.
The avenue was deserted at that hour, the biting winter cold driving everyone indoors. She hurried along the walkway toward her apartment building.
The night doorman waved her in, and she rode the elevator to her floor near the top. She unlocked the door and stepped inside, then tossed her bag on the entry table and unbuttoned her coat. The heavy jacket slid down her arms, and she hung the coat on one of the hooks in the entry. Boots followed and landed near the coat inside the door.
Nes ran a hand through her damp hair and shook out the moisture, then crossed to the desk. The stack of bills earned a brief glance before she sat and opened her laptop. A few quick keystrokes pulled up the recent email from the Field Museum. She skimmed it, then opened the attachment.
Central American artifacts discovered during an excavation near an ancient temple were scheduled for display at the museum. Due to an unfortunate illness, the woman scheduled to organize the presentation could not attend. If Nescato was interested in curating the exhibition, she should reply immediately.
Nes typed a brief acceptance, shut the laptop, and rose to pour a glass of wine. She stretched, turned—then gasped.
Leon stood there.
Silent. Untouched by the storm. Not a snowflake clung to his hair or his shoulders. His eyes glowed faintly in the darkness… or she imagined they did.
“Jesus, Leon. How did you get past the doorman?” She glanced past him, but her door remained closed. “I need to hang a bell around your neck.”
“I think you should come with me,” he said, voice lowered. He stepped closer and studied her as though he could see straight through her. “Your man—your groom… he’s here. In Chicago.”
Nes closed her mouth and stared at her friend. “What? How do you know that?”
“He’s been here before. Several times. I didn’t know there was a connection between the two of you.”
“Between… what?” She shook her head. “Wait. You’re saying Jor-danis is here—and you know where he is?”
Leon nodded. “I do, and you’d best hurry. He was taken to Northwestern Memorial.”
Nes grabbed her coat and pulled it on. “You know he can’t die.”
“There are… situations worse than death.” He held her apartment door and she preceded him into the hallway, then he pulled the door closed behind them.
“Tell me how you know this.” She pressed the call button as they reached the elevator.
“There might be a few explanations.” Leon watched the illuminated numbers climb above the elevator doors. He glanced at her, his expression somber. “For one, I can sense when another immortal is near—a kind of protection, I suppose. It keeps me from crossing paths with… unwanted relatives. And I can also sense what you call soul-magic.” 
His gaze lingered on her. “You carry both conditions in abundance. You glitter to me.”
“Jor-danis has no magic that I know of.”
“True. He does not.”
The elevator pinged and they stepped inside.
“But he does suffer under an immortal curse.” Leon grinned.
Nes shot him a sideways glance. “I’m not sure I like the way you phrased that.”
The vampire chuckled. “All right then. He’s an immortal—and I can sense him.”
“Why is he in the hospital?”
They exited on the ground floor and Nes waved to the doorman as they left the building.
“He was injured in an automobile accident on Wabash. Two are dead. The injured man—your Jor-danis—was taken to Northwestern.”
“How do you know that part?” Nes buttoned her coat and pulled on her gloves.
“Ah, my dear bella. I sense what I can—and turn to local news for the rest.”
They walked a half block before Leon managed to wave down a cab. The drive to the hospital was slow and treacherous. Snowplows and sand trucks were out working their magic, but the lake-effect snow had not let up. Nes paid for the cab with her card at the emergency room entrance.
Inside the ER, the waiting area was filling quickly. Nes stopped at the line of people who waited to speak with the registration clerk. “They’re not going to tell me anything.” She said to Leon, then lowered her voice, “I don’t know what name he uses, and I’m not family.”
“Tell them you’re his sister.”
“Whose sister? I need a name.”
“Give me a moment.” Leon squeezed her hand then walked into the treatment area. No one stopped him. No one seemed to notice him at all.
Nes stepped forward in line. When she reached the front, Leon was suddenly beside her, his voice low in her ear. “He remains in the acute treatment area and has not regained consciousness. He is registered as Jacob London.”
“Jacob?” Nes looked at him.
“Next.” The attendant behind the desk offered Nes a tired smile. “How can I help you?”
Nes stepped up to the desk and smiled. “My brother was brought in by ambulance.”
“His name?”
“Jacob London.”
“Your name?”
“Nescato Biraci, B-I-R-A-C-I”
“I’ll let his nurse know you’re here. Please have a seat.” She picked up the phone as Nes and Leon moved away.
“Now what?” she asked.
“Now we wait.” Leon pointed to two open seats.
On a television mounted to the wall across from them ran a late-night local news station. The newscasters discussed the lake-effect snowfall and then switched to traffic. A photo of the wreck on Wabash filled the screen with first responders and flashing lights.
Forty minutes later a nurse in hospital scrubs stopped before them. “Your brother is waking up. Would you like to come back?”
Her knees trembled as she stood. “Yes,” she squeaked then cleared her throat. “Yes, please.”
Leon stood as well, but the nurse lifted a hand. “Family only.”
“Of course.” Leon smiled at the nurse then nodded to Nes. “Tell him I said hello.”
Oh shit!
Two thousand years of searching—and now she would stand face to face with Jor.
He’ll try to kill me… except I can’t die either.
She followed the nurse to a curtained area, past a frenzied nursing staff while monitors beeped nearby.
“You’ll only have a few minutes. We’re terribly busy—with the weather and all.” The dark-haired nurse pulled the curtain closed behind her, giving Nes and Jacob privacy.
There were tiny cuts across his face. A gauze pad, secured with bright blue wrap, covered part of his brown hair. His top lip was swollen, one eye nearly shut, and a temporary inflatable cast encased his right arm.
Past the injuries, she couldn’t help but compare him to the last time she had seen him. His hair was trimmed in a modern style, no longer hacked off with a blade. He’d seen the sun recently—the faint line of sunglasses marked his temple. He was still as handsome as she remembered, despite the damage.
A big man even in his youth, he appeared to have grown into the same proportions as his father.
As if those memories were not as sharp as the day they were made.
In the moments it took to study him, her heartbeat slowed, although her mouth remained dry.
Nes moistened her lips and swallowed, then leaned closer to his face. “Jor?” she whispered.
Her fur-trimmed jacket hood fell forward as his eyes opened.
Recognition was immediate. His eyes flew wide and he gasped for air as the monitors shrieked.
Nes stepped back and pushed the hood from her face.


      ***Jacob London
Jacob’s panicked gaze swept the room.
Where is this? A hospital?
Then his attention snapped back to her—Nescato.
A tall, thin man with long dark hair stood beside her. With deliberate care, he edged closer to the bed. “Jacob, is it? Or do you prefer Jake?” He lifted his hand and the frantic monitor fell silent. “My name is Leon. Nes and I came to see how you were after your accident. You remember Nescato, right?” Leon grinned, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.
“How did you get back here?” Nes whispered.
Jacob hadn’t heard that voice in an incredibly long time. It was softer than he remembered. Less hostile.
“Why?” Jacob forced the word through his tight, burning throat.
Why are you here? Why am I here? Why did you curse me?
The monitor began to beep again. Jacob looked over and saw that his heart rate had skyrocketed.
“We should go,” Leon advised as he took Nescato’s arm.
She pulled away and stepped closer to Jacob. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry. It’s just—” She touched his hand with cold fingers.
“Nurse!” Jacob croaked. He moved his hand away.
“Nes.” The tone held a note of warning. Nescato’s tall companion took her arm again. “We need to leave. Your brother needs to rest.”
Nescato nodded and stepped back. She sniffed softly and brushed a tear from her face. “I know.”
They slipped beyond the curtain and disappeared.
Moments later, a nurse arrived, checked the monitor and pressed a button to silence the alarm. “Is everything okay in here, Mr. London?”
Jacob nodded once, then closed his eyes.
What the hell just happened?






  
  Chapter 4
Morning Call


“Genetic similarity with divergent outcomes suggests environmental contamination.”

- Prosperity Initiative Ethics Review

Greta James
Greta James eased back in the leather chair behind her glass-topped desk at James & James and crossed one long leg over the other. The morning sun slanted through the tall office windows, turning the skyline of Dallas into a haze of steel and amber. Her laptop screen glowed with a draft contract she had been pretending to read for the last five minutes. 
Pretending because her thoughts kept drifting back to Chicago.
Back to Jacob London.
Her hazel eyes moved to the phone lying beside her keyboard. No new messages. She told herself that was a good thing. Jacob had no reason to contact her after the charity event. No reason to tell her he made it home.
Still, she felt uneasy.
But why?
She reached for the mug of coffee beside her and took a slow sip.
The phone rang. Not the office phone, her private cell.
The number on the screen carried a Chicago area code.
Greta frowned and answered.
“Greta James.”
“Ms. James?” the voice said. “This is Officer Igor Kowalski with the Chicago Police Department.”
Her posture straightened immediately.
“Yes?”
“I’m calling regarding Jacob London.”
The coffee cup paused halfway to the desk.
“What about him?”
“He was involved in a motor vehicle accident on Wabash Avenue late last night during the snowstorm. The cab he was in was struck in an intersection.”
Greta leaned forward in her chair. “Is he alright?”
“He was transported to Northwestern Memorial. He was unconscious and in serious condition when they took him in, but alive.”
Greta clenched her teeth.
Jacob… unconscious?
No—there had to be a mistake.
Greta reached for a pen and wrote the hospital name and number on the corner of a yellow legal pad. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll contact the hospital.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
When the call ended, she remained still for a moment and stared at the skyline beyond the glass.
A cab accident in a snowstorm—and Jacob was in a hospital bed.
Her attention returned to her phone.
Connor.
He’d worked late last night but should be at the office by now.
She dialed the number. It rang longer than she liked before going to voicemail. “Connor, it’s Greta. Call me as soon as you get this. It’s about Jacob.” She hesitated, then added, “And answer your phone.” She ended the call and stared at the screen for a second, unsettled.
This was exactly why they needed help in that office.
Jacob had mentioned it before he left—bringing someone on. What was the name?
Chayse Harris.
Greta’s brow furrowed. 
Unusual name. Man or woman? Jacob hadn’t said.
She exhaled and set the phone down.
If the new hire had already started, Connor wouldn’t be trying to handle everything himself.
Her laptop chimed. A new email appeared in the corner of the screen.
Greta glanced down. Her brow furrowed as she clicked the message open.
From: PI Research Panel
Subject: Invitation: Legal Risk & Decision-Making Study
Ms. James,
You have been selected to participate in a compensated research study focused on legal risk assessment and decision-making patterns among practicing attorneys.
This brief survey (approximately 8–10 minutes) presents a series of real-world scenarios involving uncertainty, survival variables, and outcome prediction. Your responses will contribute to ongoing research in professional judgment modeling.
Participants who complete the survey by the stated deadline will receive an honorarium of $250.
Your participation is confidential. No client-specific or privileged information is requested.
Access the study here: [Secure Link]
We appreciate your time and expertise.
PI Research Panel
A division of Prosperity Initiative
Greta read the message twice and her expression tightened.
A research survey?
Her gaze flicked back to the subject line, then to the sender—Prosperity Initiative.
She didn’t recognize the name, but the structure was familiar: professional, polished, and vague enough to invite participation without saying anything of substance.
And the timing…
Jacob in a hospital. Connor unreachable. And now this.
Her fingers hovered over the trackpad, but she didn’t click the link. “Not today,” she murmured, and closed the message. Her phone buzzed with a text message.
Grace: You’re worried about something. It woke me up. Everything okay?
Greta stared at the message for a moment before she responded.
Greta: Jacob was in an accident. I’m heading to Chicago. I’ll call you later.
She hit send before she could rethink it. Then she opened a travel site and searched for flights—Dallas to Chicago—open return. If Jacob was lying unconscious in a hospital bed, she needed to be there.






  
  Chapter 5
Persistent Patterns


“The subject does not need to understand the pattern or even acknowledge it.”

- Prosperity Initiative Internal Memorandum

Connor Veau
Connor unlocked the glass doors of The Hawthorn Group, shrugged out of his jacket, and crossed to his desk. 
The overhead lights hummed to life as Connor stretched, appreciating the stillness. No phones rang. No voices carried in from the hall. Just the low, familiar thrum of machines left running overnight.
Coffee first.
He dropped his keys and phone onto his desk, then reached over and woke his monitor. The system blinked to life in muted gray panels—idle, stable, uneventful.
Except for one panel.
A narrow blue band moved steadily across the screen.
You’re still there.
Connor frowned and dropped into his chair. “Of course you are,” he muttered.
His desk phone buzzed, and Greta’s name and a message icon lit the small screen.
He pressed play, and his expression tightened as her voice filled the quiet office.
“Connor, it’s Greta. Call me as soon as you get this. It’s about Jacob… and answer your phone.”
Connor sat up straighter and pressed the call back button, then picked up the handset. It rang twice before going to voicemail. He disconnected, stared at the phone for a second, then tried again. Same result.
“She’s in a meeting,” he said under his breath. He set the handset back in the cradle. “Or on a plane.”
He turned back to the monitor. The log window scrolled quietly in the corner of the screen—PRS data request entries ticking in at three-minute intervals.
Not random.
He leaned forward, elbows on the desk, eyes narrowed as he watched the timestamps advance.
“Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s see what you’re looking for.”
He clicked into the request stream and began working through the layers—permissions, endpoints, routing paths. Prosperity Risk Solutions had authorized access, but this wasn’t passive reporting. The queries shifted somewhat with each pull, moving across adjacent records, updating as they went.
Tracking.
Connor’s fingers slowed on the keyboard.
“They’re not collecting data,” he said quietly. “They’re checking it, continuously.”
Checking to see what, if anything, had changed.
He sat back in his chair and stared at the screen as the next request appeared, right on time.
“But… why?” he asked the monitor.
The office door opened with a soft click and Connor looked up at the sound.
A young woman stood inside the doorway, one hand still on the handle. Curly blonde hair fell past her shoulders in loose waves, and the faint flush in her cheeks suggested she had come in from outside more quickly than she intended. Her posture was composed, but there was hesitation in the way she held herself, as if she wasn’t entirely sure she should be there.
“Hi,” she said, her British accent soft but distinct. “I hope I haven’t interrupted.”
Connor blinked, surprised for half a second, then stood. “Uh—no. You’re fine. How can I help you?”
She stepped fully into the office and the door closed behind her. “My name is Chayse Harris. I’m scheduled to start Monday, but I found myself at loose ends this morning and thought I’d pop in and say hello.”
Connor nodded slowly as the name clicked into place. “Right. Greta mentioned you.”
Jacob had too. Vaguely.
Connor rubbed the back of his neck. “There’s plenty of space.”
She studied him for a second, as if weighing something unspoken. “So I see.”
Connor followed her glance, then gestured toward the three empty desks. “We’re a bit… understaffed.”
“I noticed.” Her gaze drifted—not to the desks, but to his monitor—then back to him.
He pulled out the chair across from his desk, just outside Jacob's office, and motioned her to sit. “You’ll handle phones—route calls, keep things running when Greta’s away. She’s not technically on staff, but she’s been helping out.”
“Away?” she asked.
“I think she went to Chicago,” Connor said, already turning back to his screen. “Something came up with Jacob.”
Chayse didn’t respond right away.
He glanced at her. “Do you know anything about computers?”
Chayse’s eyebrow lifted. “A bit. It was my minor.”
Connor let out a short breath. “Good. That makes you my favorite person today.”
That earned a faint smile.
He created a temporary login, assigned basic permissions, then slid the keyboard toward her. “Here. Try that.”
Chayse sat, brushed
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