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Chapter 1
The Source
The tip came in at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday, which was the kind of hour that separated good sources from bad ones.

Bad sources texted. Good sources called, blocked number, waited for her to answer, and then said the minimum required before hanging up. The man on the phone said three things: a name, an address, and *don't bring anyone*. Then he was gone.

Sloane Mercer sat in her car outside her apartment building in Logan Square and looked at the name she'd written on the back of a CVS receipt.

Victor Marel.

She'd been looking for Victor Marel for eleven weeks.

The address was in Pilsen, two miles south, a commercial block that went quiet after eight. She drove there with the radio off and her recorder in her jacket pocket — the small one, the one that didn't show through fabric — and she didn't call her editor, because her editor would have told her to wait until morning and bring a photographer, and this was a one-time window.

Twenty minutes later, crouched behind a dumpster in the alley beside a storefront that sold lighting fixtures during the day and did something else at night, she understood that she was not alone.

The man had been there when she arrived. Not hiding — standing. Dark jacket, the specific posture of someone who'd been trained to be still in a way that civilians weren't. Badge on his belt, visible on purpose, the way agents wore them when they wanted you to know immediately so you didn't make a mistake.

His eyes stayed on her the way people looked at a problem they hadn't anticipated.

"Who are you," he said. Not a question.

"Sloane Mercer. Tribune." She stood up from behind the dumpster because crouching suddenly seemed like the wrong tactical position. "Who are you?"

"Special Agent Callahan." He glanced at the storefront, then back at her. "You need to leave."

"I was here first."

"This is an active federal—"

"I know what it is," she said. "I've been working Victor Marel for eleven weeks. I have a source who told me to be here at midnight. So I'm here."

He held her gaze for a moment. In the low light from the street, she couldn't read his expression with any precision, but she could read the angle of his jaw and the set of his shoulders, which said: *this is not what I needed tonight.*

"Your source," he said. "Can you describe them?"

"No."

"Because you don't know, or because you won't say?"

"Both." She glanced at the storefront. Nothing was moving. "Is Marel in there?"

"No." He said it with the specific flatness of someone who was done giving information and was now deciding what to do with her. "Ms. Mercer. I need you to walk back to your car and go home."

"Agent Callahan. I need you to tell me what you know about Victor Marel and why the FBI has an active investigation on a man who has no criminal record, no known associates, and no financial footprint that I can find."

They looked at each other in the alley for a moment that had a particular texture — not hostile, exactly, but not anything else either.

"Forty-eight hours," he said finally.

"Forty-eight hours what?"

"Give me forty-eight hours before you publish anything. That's what I'm asking."

She studied him. "What do I get for forty-eight hours?"

He was quiet for a beat. Whatever calculation he was running, she couldn't follow it from the outside. "You get not to accidentally destroy an investigation that's been running for eighteen months," he said. "That's what you get."

She would have told him to go to hell, normally. She'd told FBI agents to go to hell before — professionally, calmly, with citations to the First Amendment. But something in his voice when he said *eighteen months* caught on something.

"Give me your card," she said.

He handed it over.

She looked at the name in the low light. Special Agent Nathan Callahan, FBI Chicago Field Office, Crimes Against Children Unit.

Crimes Against Children.

"Forty-eight hours," she said. "Starting now."

She walked back to her car.

She didn't go home. She drove to a 24-hour diner on Western, ordered coffee she wouldn't drink, and sat in a booth with her laptop open, running Nathan Callahan through every database she had access to.

What she found was not much, which was itself a kind of information.

Twelve years with the Bureau. Chicago field office for the last six. Two commendations, both sealed. One civil case three years ago, dismissed. She stopped on that.

Three years ago.

She ran the case number.

Nothing public. She made a note to find out more and moved on.

The coffee went cold. Outside, Chicago went about its 2 AM business. Sloane stared at Nathan Callahan's name in her notes and told herself the forty-eight hours was a tactical decision, not a personal one, and that the distinction mattered.

She believed about sixty percent of this.

Back in her car, on the way to the diner, she turned the name over.

Victor Marel wasn't in any of the databases she had access to through the Tribune. That was the first thing she'd established when the tip came in eleven weeks ago — the specific absence of a person who should exist: no credit history, no traffic violations, no social media footprint, no business registration. Not a gap. An erasure.

You didn't get an erasure by accident. You got it by being very good at one specific skill, or by knowing someone who was.

The diner on Western was a 24-hour Greek place that had the virtues of unlimited coffee and a proprietor who didn't ask why a woman was sitting alone at a corner booth at two in the morning reading something on her laptop. She'd been here before. She ordered the coffee and tipped well and they left her alone.

What she'd established on Marel in eleven weeks: he was a man who helped people become someone else. Not criminals — or not the kind who made news. Families. Women with children and no good options and a legal system that moved at a speed that didn't correspond to the actual danger they were in. Three sources, unconnected, had told her variations of the same thing: *there's a man who can make you disappear. He costs less than you'd think. He has a waiting list.*

The waiting list was the detail that kept her awake.

A waiting list meant demand. Demand meant the system that should have been providing this service wasn't. The story wasn't Marel — the story was the gap Marel was filling.

She'd been trying to get to Marel to understand the gap.

And now she'd run into an FBI agent in the alley where Marel was supposed to be.

She ran Nathan Callahan through the databases and got the thin result she'd noted already: twelve years, CAC unit, sealed commendations, one civil case. The civil case was the piece she kept coming back to. Filed 2024, dismissed 2024, before discovery.

She pulled the docket. The plaintiff was a man named Dominic Pratt. She recognized the name.

She'd written about Dominic Pratt.

She sat very still in the diner booth with the untouched coffee getting cold beside her.

The Kovac investigation, 2023. Her third article in the series. She'd named Pratt as an initiating party in a fraudulent contracting chain. She'd named him based on information provided by a source she'd been confident in at the time.

Six months after publication, she'd found out the source had been wrong.

She'd run the correction. She'd written the accountability piece. She'd called Pratt and left a message he'd never returned.

And now there was a civil case — Pratt as plaintiff — filed against the city and unnamed federal agents. Dismissed before discovery.

The specific trajectory of a case dismissed before discovery was that the plaintiff couldn't prove the federal involvement without access to federal records, and the court hadn't granted access. Which meant there were federal records. Which meant a federal agent had been involved in something that had touched the Kovac investigation and Dominic Pratt.

She looked at Nathan Callahan's name in her notes.

*Crimes Against Children.*

The Kovac investigation had been a city contracting fraud case. CAC involvement would have been indirect — a crossover review on a component that touched school facilities. That was a narrow connection.

It was still a connection.

She wrote: *Callahan + Kovac + Pratt = ?*

The coffee was cold. She ordered more.

She was going to take the forty-eight hours. She was going to take them because the Crimes Against Children unit had a badge that meant something and because the way he'd said *eighteen months* had a weight she was still processing and because the story was bigger than she'd thought when the blocked number called and her best move right now was to understand it before she filed anything.

She was also going to find out what Nathan Callahan knew about Dominic Pratt.

She finished the coffee at three-fifteen and drove home.

She slept badly and was up at six.

The diner coffee was terrible in the way of all diner coffee after two in the morning.

She drank it anyway because the alternative was going home and not sleeping, and the diner at least had the virtue of ambient noise and a counter that faced the window so she could watch the street while she thought.

What she was thinking about: the forty-eight hours she'd agreed to, and whether agreeing to them had been a tactical error or something else. In eleven years of investigative work she'd never voluntarily handed time to a federal investigation. The principle was sound — you don't let the Bureau time your story. You work the story on your schedule.

She'd handed him forty-eight hours.

The reason was the weight in *eighteen months* when he'd said it. The specific quality of a number that wasn't a negotiating position but a fact about what was at stake. She'd heard the difference.

She'd also handed him the time because the story wasn't ready. She'd been three weeks away from being ready to file, and the specific information she still needed — the family outcomes, the document chain, the connection between Marel and whoever was running the referral side — wasn't in her notes yet. Forty-eight hours bought her the access that would complete what she had.

The tactical and the ethical overlapped in a way that made her uncomfortable.

She wrote in her notebook: *Am I holding because the story needs it or because he asked me to?*

Then she wrote below it: *Both. Find out if that's a problem.*

At three AM she paid and drove home.

She slept for four hours and was at her desk by seven-thirty with the Nathan Callahan background search running in a second tab and the Marel timeline open in the first.

What she needed before she could file: independent verification of at least two family relocations, the document chain from Marel to the Cook County Clerk's office, the identity of the person or system generating the fraudulent documentation, and the connection to Carla Reyes, which she'd been circling for six weeks without being able to pin.

The FBI had probably already mapped all four.

She looked at the second tab.

Nathan Callahan, twelve years, Chicago field office, CAC unit since 2021, one civil case.

She looked at the civil case number for a long time.

Then she closed the tab.

She opened her notes on the Marel timeline and started from the beginning.

She went back to the diner twice more that week — not for the coffee, but for the corner booth and the habit of thinking through something difficult in a space that required nothing from her. By the third visit, the proprietor had started leaving the second cup without being asked, which was either perceptiveness or pattern recognition. She didn't ask which.

The forty-eight hours were going to cost her three weeks of independent timeline. She did the math in the diner and concluded that the cost was acceptable if the access was what he'd implied it would be. The access to an eighteen-month federal investigation was not something she could replicate independently. The specific documentation, the surveillance records, the contact network — all of it would take her three months alone. Forty-eight hours for three months was a straightforward exchange. She also knew she was telling herself it was straightforward when it was more complicated, and she filed that under things to revisit when she had time to think about it honestly.

She drove home from the diner as the city was starting its five AM routine. The specific quality of Chicago before six: the streets mostly clear, the specific people who occupied the before-six city — delivery drivers, early kitchen staff, the occasional runner — going about a schedule that had nothing to do with hers. She parked and sat in the car for a moment before going up. The alley in Pilsen, the agent with his card, the blocked number at 11:47 PM. Three data points that had, in the last three hours, become a case.

The blocked number had called at 11:47 PM for a reason. Sources who called at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday had made a decision that the information was time-sensitive and that they wanted to catch you before you'd committed to a different plan for the night. She respected the calculation. She also knew that a source who called at 11:47 PM was a source who'd been weighing the call for a while. The decision to call was never casual at 11:47 PM.

Nathan Callahan's name was in her notes one more time before she ordered coffee. before ordering coffee. The name was a fact. The civil case was a fact. The forty-eight hours she'd agreed to was a fact. The thing she was building toward — the story about Victor Marel and the gap he'd spent eleven years filling — was also a fact, waiting to be documented correctly.

The diner tab was twelve dollars. She left fifteen and drove home.

The story had a shape now. She could see it from the diner booth: the gap in the legal framework, the man who'd built something in the gap, the FBI investigation that had been running alongside him, and the specific collision that had put her in an alley at midnight. She was going to write it correctly. She'd been building toward a correct piece for eleven weeks.
Chapter 2
The Fed
The problem with Sloane Mercer was not that she was in his alley.

The problem was that he'd recognized her name before she finished saying it.

Nate Callahan sat in his car outside the Pilsen storefront for forty minutes after she left, watching the building where Marel's contact was supposed to show up and instead had not, running the same calculation he'd been running since he saw her stand up from behind that dumpster.

*Sloane Mercer. Tribune.*

Three years ago, her byline had been on six articles about the Kovac investigation. The Kovac investigation had been his. The outcome of those articles — the specific sequence of consequences they'd triggered — was something he thought about with the particular regularity of someone who had not entirely forgiven himself.

She hadn't known. He was almost certain she hadn't known. The source she'd burned — a man named Gerald Hewes, a mid-level city contractor with a drinking problem and a conscience — had come to her with information that was true but incomplete. She'd published what he gave her. The fallout had hit people Hewes didn't know were in the path.

Nate had closed the investigation six weeks later. He'd written the report. He'd read her next thirty articles to understand what kind of journalist she was, and he'd concluded that she was the kind who believed she was doing the right thing and was sometimes not wrong about this.

He'd been following her work since. Professionally, he told himself. She covered city crime with the specific attention to structural causes that made her pieces more useful than most. She found sources others missed. She was relentless without being reckless — usually.

Tonight had been slightly reckless. Crouching behind a dumpster alone at midnight in Pilsen because a blocked number told her to was the kind of thing that made him want to give her a speech about personal safety protocols that he was also not going to give her.

His phone rang. Dev, his partner, calling from the south surveillance point.

"Contact didn't show," Dev said.

"I know. We had a visitor."

"Press?"

"Tribune. She's been working Marel independently for eleven weeks."

A pause. "How?"

"I don't know yet." Nate started the car. "She took forty-eight hours."

"You gave the press forty-eight hours."

"I explained the stakes."

"You explained the stakes to Sloane Mercer," Dev said, "and she took forty-eight hours."

"That surprises you?"

"Everything about Sloane Mercer taking voluntary forty-eight hours surprises me," Dev said. "I've read her work."

So had Nate.

He drove back to the field office thinking about the specific problem she represented. Not to the investigation — or not only to the investigation. To him, personally, in a way that was harder to structure into a report.

She didn't know about three years ago. He was certain enough of this that he'd handed over his card without hesitation. But the certainty was contingent: contingent on her not running a thorough background search, which was something that Sloane Mercer, investigative journalist with eleven weeks of independent research on his target, was almost certainly doing right now.

When he got to his desk at 1 AM, he sat with his coffee and thought about it from her side.

She'd find the Kovac case number. The public record was thin — the civil suit had been dismissed before discovery — but she'd find the number, and she'd pull the thread, and eventually she'd find Gerald Hewes. Hewes, who had quietly left Chicago eighteen months later and was now living in Tucson under his own name with a job at a hardware store and a life that had contracted significantly since the articles ran.

Nate had checked on him twice. Not officially. Personally.

This was one of the things he'd never put in a report.

His case was open in front of him file on Victor Marel. Eighteen months of work. Three families protected. Seven children moved out of reach of adults who wanted to hurt them. Marel was not entirely clean — the methods were illegal, the documents were fraudulent, and a federal judge would not care that the cause had been just. But the architecture of what he'd built was something Nate had never seen, and tearing it down required understanding it first.

Sloane Mercer with eleven weeks of independent research was either a catastrophe or a resource.

He hadn't decided which yet.

He thought about the particular weight of her voice in the alley — not aggressive, not performing anything. Direct. The voice of someone who'd been telling people things they didn't want to hear for long enough that the discomfort of the other party had stopped registering.

He thought about the way she'd looked at his card.

*Crimes Against Children.*

She'd read that and something had shifted. He'd seen it, even in low light.

He opened his laptop and started writing the email to his supervisor that he would not send.

He wrote the email to his supervisor at one AM.

It was the one he wasn't going to send — the draft he used to process what he should have filed. The subject line said: *Re: Independent Press Contact, Marel Investigation.* The body said: *Journalist Sloane Mercer of the Chicago Tribune has been independently investigating Victor Marel for a period of approximately eleven weeks. Contact was made tonight at the Pilsen surveillance point. I provided a forty-eight-hour hold agreement in exchange for preliminary information sharing. Recommend considering press relations strategy before the arrest timeline.*

What he didn't put in the email: that he'd been reading her work for three years. That she was better at source cultivation than anyone in the Bureau he'd met. That the register of her presence in the alley — direct, unrattled, already running the calculation — had the texture of someone he'd been preparing to meet in an abstract way.

He deleted the draft.

He wrote a shorter version that he did send, at one-fifteen, that said only: *Press contact made during Pilsen surveillance, forty-eight-hour hold agreement in place, briefing Thursday.* Clark would want more on Thursday, and Nate would give it to him then, with the full context.

He had two cups of coffee and three hours of case file review before the sun came up.

Dev came in at seven.

"Tribune," he said, dropping into the chair across from Nate's desk.

"Sloane Mercer. She's been on Marel for eleven weeks."

"Eleven weeks." Dev looked at the ceiling. "How did she find him?"

"I don't know yet." Nate looked at his file. "Her sourcing on him matches the pattern of a tip from inside the network. One of the forty-three contacts, most likely."

"Or Marel himself."

"Marel doesn't tip journalists," Nate said. "He's been invisible for three years."

"Unless he wants to be found," Dev said.

Nate looked at him.

"He's been winding down," Dev said. "You've been tracking the deceleration for six months. What if the acceleration is the journalists? What if he's ready to be found?"

This was the thing about Dev: he saw angles that Nate missed because Dev didn't start from where he was supposed to end up. He started from the evidence and followed it.

"If Marel tipped Mercer," Nate said, "he did it knowing she'd either publish before we moved or we'd have to negotiate with the press."

"Either of which accelerates your timeline."

"Which means he wants to accelerate the timeline." Nate stared at the file. "Because the operation is closing and he wants to control the narrative before it does."

"Not the narrative," Dev said. "The legacy. There's a difference."

Nate thought about this. A man who'd built something for eleven years and was now handing it off — not to the system, but to the story. The record. The account that would survive him.

"She'll write it right," Nate said.

Dev looked at him.

"If she understands what it is," Nate said. "Her methodology is strong. She goes after the institutional gap, not the individual."

"You've been reading her work," Dev said.

"I've been tracking the press landscape," Nate said.

Dev's expression said he was deciding whether to say the next thing. He decided. "You've been reading Sloane Mercer's work specifically for three years," he said. "Because of the Kovac case."

A pause.

"Yes," Nate said.

"And now she's in our alley."

"Now she's in our alley," Nate said.

Dev leaned back. "What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to honor the forty-eight hours," Nate said. "And I'm going to find out what she knows, and I'm going to figure out whether she's a problem or a resource." He picked up the file. "And I'm going to get the arrest right."

"In that order?"

"More or less simultaneously," Nate said.

Dev stood up.

"She's not going to like the civil case when she finds it," Dev said.

"I know," Nate said.

"She's going to find it."

"I know."

"And?"

"And when she does," Nate said, "I'll tell her the truth."

Dev looked at him.

"That's new," Dev said.

"No," Nate said. "That's what I should have done three years ago."

Dev went back to his desk.

Nate opened the Marel file and started reading, and thought about what the truth sounded like when you said it to someone who was very good at identifying the gap between what people said and what they meant.

He was going to have to be very precise.

Dev appeared in the doorway of Nate's office at seven-thirty with the expression of someone who'd been up since before Nate had.

"She's running you," Dev said.

"Good morning," Nate said.

"She submitted the background inquiry at six-fourteen AM," Dev said. "The U.S. Attorney's office flagged it at six-fifty. I saw it at seven-twenty." He set down his coffee. "She ran you before the forty-eight hours started."

"The inquiry was on the civil case," Nate said. "Which is public record."

"The civil case is public record. The deposition is sealed. She ran the case number."

Nate looked at his computer.

"She's thorough," he said.

"She's testing you," Dev said. "Or testing herself about you. One of those."

Nate looked at the civil case number in his own file. Pratt v. City of Chicago. Filed March 2024, dismissed April 2024, before discovery. The federal deposition sealed under review exemption.

"She'll find the connection to Kovac," he said.

"She's already found it," Dev said. "The Kovac case is public record too. The connection between Kovac and the civil case — the timeline — is something anyone who reads carefully would find."

"She reads carefully," Nate said.

"Yes," Dev said.

They were quiet for a moment.

"You're going to tell her," Dev said.

"Yes," Nate said.

"Before or after she asks."

"Before she asks is better," Nate said. "After she asks is still okay. Both are better than her finding it independently and me not having said anything."

Dev looked at him.

"You've been thinking about this for three years," Dev said.

"Yes," Nate said.

"And now she's in the investigation."

"Now she's in the investigation," Nate said. "Which means the conversation is going to happen whether I decide to have it or not." He picked up his coffee. "I'd rather decide."

"What does the conversation look like?" Dev said.

"Honestly," Nate said. "I was on the Kovac crossover review. I had preliminary findings that were relevant to her sourcing. I made the call not to flag them. The call was wrong."

"And then?"

"And then I tell her the rest if she asks," he said. "Which she will."

Dev picked up his coffee.

"The forty-eight hours," he said.

"I know," Nate said.

"She gave you forty-eight hours and spent the first two running your background," Dev said. "That's not distrust. That's verification."

"I know," Nate said.

"Different things," Dev said.

"I know," Nate said.

Dev went back to his desk.

Nate looked at the Marel case file and thought about the specific shape of what was coming — not the arrest, which he could plan in operational detail, but the conversation he'd been not-having for three years and was now going to have within the next forty-eight hours.

He opened a new document.

He wrote: *What to say about Kovac.*

He wrote for twenty minutes and then deleted everything and started over, and the second version was shorter and more honest, and he saved it and went back to the Marel file.

He ran the Marel case file one more time before leaving the office at two AM. The specific discipline of reviewing a case you'd been on for eighteen months from the beginning — checking for what you'd missed, what you'd assumed, what you'd filtered out because it didn't fit the frame you'd started with. He found three things he'd filtered. One of them was Sloane Mercer's byline in a 2022 piece about DCFS funding gaps. She'd been working adjacent to this for years without knowing it.

He'd been in this job long enough to know what a resourceful journalist with eleven weeks of independent research could do in forty-eight hours. She would find the civil case. She would find Kovac. She would run the thread until it connected. The connection, when she found it, was going to require a conversation that he'd been not-having for three years. The forty-eight hours were the countdown to that conversation, not a delay of it. He understood this on the drive to the field office and filed it under things that needed to happen before the investigation closed.

He left the field office at two-thirty, which was later than he'd planned and earlier than he needed to. The Marel file was on his desk, eighteen months of documentation that was about to enter its final phase. He looked at it before leaving. The file was complete except for the arrest record and the cooperation debrief and the OPR accounting. Those three items were going to change the shape of the next few weeks significantly. He was ready for the shape to change.

The forty-eight hours were going to be the most operationally unusual forty-eight hours of his career. Embedding with a journalist during an active investigation was not standard Bureau practice — it was not even Bureau practice in the non-standard sense. It was something he'd proposed in a context that made it defensible and was going to document thoroughly and had reasons for that went beyond the operational. He was aware of the reasons beyond the operational. He was filing them under *to address after the arrest.*

He checked the surveillance log one last time before leaving. Everything documented. Everything in the right order. He locked the Marel file and left the field office and drove home thinking about the forty-eight hours ahead and the journalist who'd agreed to them and what that agreement was going to produce.

He drove to his apartment thinking about the card he'd given her. He'd given her the card knowing she'd run his background. That was the right call.

He drove home and thought about the card he'd given her. It was the right call.
Chapter 3
Ground Rules
She met him in a coffee shop at eight the next morning because daylight seemed like the right setting for a negotiation she didn't entirely want to be having.

He was already there when she arrived, which told her something. He had the kind of punctuality that came from training, not personality — though possibly both. Two coffees on the table: one black, one with what turned out to be oat milk, which he'd guessed correctly from something she didn't know he could have guessed from.

"How did you know," she said, sitting down.

"You ordered at the counter on your way in," he said. "I didn't know. I made an educated guess based on the fact that you look like someone who drinks oat milk."

She looked at him. "That's not a compliment."

"It wasn't meant to be one." He looked at her steadily. The daylight was more informative than the alley had been: mid-thirties, dark brown hair cut short, the particular weight of tired that came from someone who worked cases involving children and had been doing it for years. Not burned out. Something else — a particular form of weight that hadn't made him cynical yet. "I want to tell you what I can tell you."

"And what I need to give you in exchange."

"That too."

She put her recorder on the table between them. "On the record."

He turned to the recorder. "Off."

"Not a chance."

"Ms. Mercer—"

"Sloane. And off the record is where the FBI goes when it wants to give me information without consequences. I don't work that way."

He was quiet for a moment, looking at the recorder. Then: "Victor Marel has been facilitating the relocation of families fleeing domestic violence situations. The documents are fraudulent. The methods violate approximately fourteen federal statutes. The families he's helped include seven children under the age of twelve."

Sloane did not move.

"We became aware of the operation eighteen months ago when one of the fraudulent documents flagged in a background check," he continued. "We've been building the case since then. The goal is not to prosecute Marel — the goal is to identify and disrupt the larger network he's using, which involves corrupt officials in at least three state agencies."

"And if I publish."

"If you publish, Marel burns his operation and runs, the network seals itself, and we lose eighteen months of work and potentially the location of three families currently under his protection."

Sloane looked at the recorder. She thought about the blocked number at 11:47 PM and who might have called it.

"The source who tipped me," she said. "They're in your network."

He didn't answer. Which was an answer.

"I need to know what I'm dealing with before I agree to anything," she said. "Are the children safe?"

"Presently, yes."

"Is Marel a threat to them?"

"No." He said it with the specific certainty of someone who'd looked at the evidence from multiple angles. "The opposite."

She thought about that.

"Here's what I'm not going to do," she said. "I'm not going to spike the story. I'm not going to give you my source. I'm not going to let you or your supervisor or the U.S. Attorney's office review my copy before publication."

"What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to work the story correctly. Which means understanding what I actually have before I publish anything that could hurt people who shouldn't be hurt." She met his eyes. "That requires access."

He met her eyes for a long moment.

"What kind of access?"

"Everything you can legally show me," she said. "And some things you'll stretch the interpretation to give me because you'll understand that I'll find them anyway."

He picked up his coffee. "You're not how I expected you to be."

"What did you expect?"

"Someone who'd already filed," he said.

She hadn't filed because she'd been thirty percent uncertain she had the story right. She wasn't going to tell him that. "I have standards," she said instead.

"I know you do," he said.

Something in the way he said it made her look at him more carefully, but he was already looking at his coffee.

"Ground rules," he said. "You share findings with me before you pursue them independently. I share what's relevant with you on a case-by-case basis. Neither of us burns the other without prior notice."

"Define prior notice."

"Twenty-four hours. Enough time to adjust."

"For both of us?"

"For both of us," he said.

She thought about it. In eleven years of investigative work she'd never once collaborated with law enforcement on a story she was writing. Every editor she'd had would have told her this was a conflict of interest. Every source she trusted would have told her to be careful.

Both of those things were probably true.

"Twenty-four hours," she said. "Both directions. I retain full editorial independence."

"Understood."

"And if this goes somewhere neither of us anticipated?"

He kept his eyes on her. "We handle it when we get there."

She turned off the recorder.

He noticed. "Why did you—"

"Ground rules negotiation," she said. "Off the record. Everything from here is on."

He looked at her for another moment. Then he nodded.

She turned the recorder back on.

"Agent Callahan. Tell me about Victor Marel."

At two-thirty in the afternoon, after two hours of case discussion, she made a call she hadn't planned to make.

He'd gone to the bathroom and she'd been looking at her notes and the thought had arrived: *he's been careful about everything he tells me. Too careful.* Not deceptive — controlled. the particular weight of someone who was sharing what was relevant and holding the rest for a reason.

She called Marcus from the bathroom of the coffee shop.

"I'm negotiating a collaboration with an FBI agent," she said.

"On what?"

"The Marel investigation. He's running it. I've been running it independently. We hit each other in the field."

Marcus was quiet for a beat. "What's the story?"

"A man who creates false identities for families fleeing domestic violence," she said. "The FBI has an eighteen-month case. I have eleven weeks of independent work."

"And the collaboration?"

"Access in exchange for hold agreements and sourcing notifications," she said. "I keep editorial independence. He keeps the investigation intact."

"And you trust this agent."

"I trust that his interests align with mine on this specific story," she said. "I don't have enough information to trust him beyond that."

"What do you need from me?"

"I need you to know about it," she said. "Formally."

"Consider it logged," Marcus said. "Sloane. What's the agent's name?"

"Nathan Callahan. CAC unit, Chicago field office."

She heard Marcus typing. "He was adjacent to the Kovac investigation," Marcus said, after a moment.

She was quiet.

"I just pulled the civil case," Marcus said. "Pratt v. City of Chicago. Federal defendants unnamed."

"I saw it," she said.

"You're working with someone who might be in that civil case."

"Unnamed federal agents," she said. "It's a potential connection."

"Sloane."

"I'm going to find out," she said. "Before I agree to anything structural."

Marcus was quiet for a moment. "Be careful," he said.

"I'm always careful," she said.

"That's not what I said," he said.

She went back to the table.

Nathan Callahan was at the table with both coffees refreshed and his case notes out, and he looked up when she sat down with the expression of someone who'd been using the time productively and didn't require explanation.

She liked that about him. She noted liking it and set it aside.

"The ground rules need one more clause," she said.

His eyes stayed on her.

"Any information that becomes relevant to me personally," she said, "I want to know before I find it independently."

He held her gaze.

"Define personally," he said.

"Information about my previous work. My sources. Stories I've published." She met his eyes. "If there's something you know about my reporting history that's relevant to why we're both here, I want to hear it from you."

He was very still.

"Okay," he said.

"That's a yes to the clause."

"Yes," he said.

She looked at him. He was not going to give her more than that right now. The forty-eight hours had its own rhythm and they were in the first twelve.

"Alright," she said. "Tell me about the families."

He opened the case file.

The rest of the afternoon was the work: the network map, the contact points, the documentation chain, the seven families and what each of them had needed before they stopped existing. She listened and asked questions and took her own notes separately from his and the room had the specific texture of two people who were good at what they did working in the same direction for the first time.

At five o'clock he closed the file.

"Tomorrow," he said. "Early."

"How early?"

"Six. I want to show you the surveillance footage from the last six weeks."

"Six," she said.

She walked to the door.

"Sloane." He said her name for the first time — she'd been *Ms. Mercer* until now. She didn't comment on it. "The clause you added. I'm going to honor it."

"I know," she said.

She walked out.

Outside, the November afternoon was doing its standard thing. She stood on the sidewalk for a moment and thought about *I'm going to honor it* and the particular texture of a promise that sounded like it was costing something.

Then she went to write up her notes.

She walked back to her car thinking about the ground rules.

The twenty-four-hour notice clause she'd added — the one about information relevant to her personally — had been a specific move. She'd seen him absorb it and say *okay* and that had told her something: he'd known it was coming. He'd been prepared for the ask. Which meant he knew what information was relevant to her personally, and had been sitting on it, and had just agreed to disclose it when the moment was right.

*Before this is over* — that was what he'd said. At the ground rules meeting.

Before this is over.

She was giving him the timeline he needed. Not because she was being accommodating — she didn't accommodate as a default — but because the story required it and because what came with his preparation told her the disclosure was real, not deflective.

She drove to the Tribune.

Marcus was at his desk, which at two-thirty in the afternoon was where Marcus was when something required him to be at his desk rather than in a meeting. She knocked on the open door.

"Marel," she said.

"Tell me," he said.

She told him. The investigation, the forty-eight hours, the safe house proposal, the ground rules. Marcus listened with the particular weight he had for stories that were going to be complicated — not interested, not alarmed, calibrated.

"The FBI agent," he said when she finished. "What's his angle?"

"He's trying to protect an eighteen-month investigation without it being destroyed by a Tribune piece," she said. "His angle is clean."

"Is your angle clean?"

She thought about this.

"Mostly," she said.

"Mostly."

"The story is clean," she said. "The collaboration is new. I've never embedded with a federal investigation before."

"This would be the first time," Marcus said.

"This would be the first time," she confirmed.

His eyes stayed on her.

"Are you going to tell me why you agreed to the forty-eight hours?"

"Because the story isn't ready," she said. "I'm three weeks from a file. The access he can give me gets me there in two days."

"And the personal component?" Marcus said.

She held his gaze.

"Not yet," she said. "There's nothing to report yet."

Marcus looked at her for a long moment.

"File the story when it's ready," he said. "Keep me updated."

She left.

In the elevator she thought about *nothing to report yet* and whether that was true or whether it was the version












