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      “There is something about giving everything to your profession. In Italian, an obsession is not necessarily negative. It’s the art of putting all your energy into one thing; it’s the art of transforming even what you eat for lunch into architecture.”

      –Renzo Piano

      

      “Cure for an obsession: Get another one.”

      –Mason Cooley
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      EVIE

      “Where are you?”

      I grit my teeth, holding back the unprofessional response that wants out of me. Anyone listening would assume he’s my boss—which he’s not.

      “Rock Creek Parkway.”

      “Evie.”

      I look away from the oncoming headlights long enough to glare at my phone screen, fixed in place by my trusty black holder. “Michael,” I respond, matching his tone.

      “You’ve got to drop it.”

      “It’s after eight. You have dinner plans. Why are you calling me?”

      “Because you’re not in your office, and we both know that means you’re doing work you can’t do from your desk.”

      A warning light flickers on my dashboard, and I clock my speed.

      Shit. I’m going to get a ticket.

      My foot presses the brake—and the pedal drops straight to the floor.

      No resistance. No grab. Just air.

      “I’m worried about⁠—”

      “Michael. Shit.”

      I lean back and press harder, as if pressure alone will convince the car to listen.

      No effect.

      I pump the brake. Once. Twice.

      Nothing.

      There’s a faint hiss, soft and wrong, like air being pulled from somewhere it shouldn’t be.

      “My brakes aren’t fucking working.”

      “What?” His voice sharpens. “Pull over.”

      I let out a breath that’s half laugh, half snarl. “There’s a stone wall to my right.”

      The speedometer needle climbs past sixty. The road slopes downward, just enough to make everything worse.

      Headlights streak past. Red. White. Too close.

      “If you have to hit someone,” he says, annoyingly calm, “pick a larger vehicle.”

      Excellent advice, Michael.

      As if I have time to comparison shop collateral damage.

      My hands slip on the worn leather steering wheel. Moisture slicks my palms.

      “Stay with me. Talk to me.”

      I inhale. Exhale. Scan the bend ahead. Bare branches blur past, skeletal and fast.

      “Is it icy?”

      The wipers drag across the windshield, collecting a thin mix of rain and sleet.

      “The road’s fine.” My voice doesn’t sound like mine.

      I pump the brake over and over. My foot sinks uselessly, like I’m pressing into nothing.

      No bite. No feedback. Zero function.

      “How bad is traffic?”

      “Light.”

      Ahead, taillights flare red. A slowdown.

      I can’t rear-end someone.

      Left is oncoming traffic. Beyond that, a low barrier and the river—black water I refuse to consider.

      Not options.

      The curve opens just enough to reveal a break in the rock wall—a narrow strip of grass leading into a line of trees. A light pole stands at the edge.

      “Evie?” Michael asks. “You still with me?”

      A pole or a tree.

      “There’s a break,” I cut in. “I’m going off the road.”

      “Okay. Okay, that’s good.”

      The tires hit the shoulder, gravel screaming beneath me.

      The car fishtails.

      I clip the edge of the embankment, miss the pole by inches, and then the ground drops.

      The impact slams me forward.

      The airbag explodes into my face. For a split second, there’s nothing but white.

      Then pain. Sharp and everywhere.

      “Evie?” Michael’s voice is distant now. “Evie, can you hear me?”

      I can’t see the phone. My hands shake uncontrollably.

      My face throbs. My nose. My mouth tastes like copper.

      Time does something strange. A second stretches. Or several pass. I can’t tell.

      A shape appears at my window. A knock.

      “Ma’am? Are you okay?”

      The door opens. Cold air rushes in.

      I lift my hand to my face and stare at the red coating my fingers.

      “Ma’am, can you move? Are you hurt?”

      A hissing sound cuts through everything—the engine, maybe. Steam.

      “I called 911.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “I’m a doctor.”

      “Should we move her?”

      The voices overlap, blurring together.

      I close my eyes.

      But the sensation that won’t leave me—the one that anchors everything—is my foot on the brake.

      Pressing.

      Sinking.

      Nothing there.

      That kind of nothing doesn’t happen on its own.
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      EVIE

      THE MORNING AFTER

      “You can let me off here.”

      It’s not exactly the address I entered into the Uber app, but if I have any hope of staving off the persistent headache and the low-grade fuzziness that’s plagued me since last night’s crash, I need coffee and a buttery bagel—stat.

      Sharp, bracing cold air hits my sore skin as I exit the car. As I tap the app to tip my driver, a mud-splattered Toyota 4Runner rolls to a stop a few feet back, idling.

      I squint for a better look at the driver. Just hoping, for one ridiculous second, that I’ll recognize the man behind the wheel. That it’ll be a face I haven’t let myself think about in years, not really, not on purpose.

      No one I know in DC drives a mud-covered SUV—especially one outfitted with roof racks and a bike mount like it’s just come off a trail instead of out of morning traffic. The Uber pulls away. The SUV follows.

      As one would expect. I’m seeing familiarity where none exists. I step into line.

      Achy, sore, and exhausted, which is to be expected given I didn’t get home until two a.m. after signing out of the hospital AMA—against medical advice. With coffee and Advil, I’ll be fine.

      Leo looks past the three customers ahead of me and does a double-take.

      This is going to be a long day.

      “Evie. My girl. What happened?”

      The man in front of me turns. So does the woman ahead of him.

      “Car wreck,” I say. “I’m fine.”

      “Damn, girl.” Leo shakes his head. “You want your usual? Tell you what—it’s on the house.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” I say, skirting the curious looks.

      “Come up here. Let me get a better look at you.”

      “Leo—”

      “Cathy’s got the customers. Come on.”

      I step forward. Early Bird Coffee is a street-level franchise, and Leo manages the corner location just outside my office building. He whistles low.

      “Two shiners. When’d this happen?”

      “Last night.” I shrug carefully. Everything hurts if I move wrong. “I might’ve totaled my car. When I get the estimate, I’m going to run it by you. You’ll tell me if I’m being ripped off, right?”

      “Damn straight. Where’d they tow it?”

      “Wherever they felt like.” I sigh. “I have to deal with that today. Any recommendations?”

      “Tony’s Auto. He’s a hike from the Metro, but he’ll treat you right.”

      “Good to know. The tow yard’s checking it out first, but there’s a decent chance the repairs will cost more than the car’s worth.”

      Which sucks, because my Jetta got me through law school and my thirtieth birthday. It was the first thing I bought entirely on my own.

      “You’re telling me this happened last night,” Leo says slowly, “and you’re here today?”

      I arch a brow. “Like you wouldn’t be.”

      He snorts. “You prosecuting today?”

      “No. She’s not.”

      The voice behind me is firm. Familiar. And irritating.

      I inhale slowly, wishing I already had coffee in my hand before turning around.

      “You need to go home,” Michael says.

      “I’m fine. Leo, can I get my coffee?”

      Leo finally moves, casting Michael a look that says, “good luck with that.”

      Michael towers over me in his black wool overcoat, somehow managing to look more intimidating than usual. His thick brows draw together, though that’s not really a scowl. That’s just his face. I’ve long suspected aggressive Botox injections have left him permanently displeased.

      The shadow along his jaw from his raised coat collar only adds to the effect.

      “Evie.”

      It’s a warning. Always is.

      As Deputy Assistant Attorney General in the Civil Rights Division at Main Justice, he’s technically above my pay grade, but technically not in my chain of command. He’s spent years making sure no one’s entirely certain which of those facts matters more.

      “I’m fine, Michael. Seriously.”

      He stayed on the phone last night until an officer retrieved my cell from the wreck. Of course, that meant he got the full rundown before I did.

      “You should take a day off,” he says. “You have a concussion.”

      Leo hands me my coffee in a white Styrofoam cup and my bagel wrapped in thin paper.

      “Thanks, Leo.” I don’t argue about paying—there isn’t time—but I make a mental note to pay him back in tip tomorrow.

      “Evie.” Michael’s hand brushes my elbow. “Hold up.”

      “Aren’t you getting coffee?”

      “No.” He falls into step beside me as we head into the federal building. “Come here.”

      Controlling men checking in on me whether I want them to or not. I’ve had a lifetime of practice not reacting.

      Inside, the lobby hums with morning movement—footsteps on marble, the whine of the X-ray machine, murmured voices echoing off stone. He pulls me aside, just far enough to create the illusion of privacy.

      He exhales slowly, and his expression changes from stern to suspicious. “Last night. Where were you going?”

      “To visit a friend.”

      His head tilts a fraction. Evaluating. Suspicious because he knows me.

      “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

      “No,” I lie.

      His jaw tightens and he checks his phone.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he says again. “You need rest. You have a concussion.”

      Then he steps into the security line, phone already at his ear.

      Am I irritated that my HIPAA rights didn’t survive a car wreck? Yes. Very.

      Ten minutes later, after security and a slow elevator ride, I’m at my desk, halfway through my butter-slathered bagel, when there’s a knock and Rebecca steps inside.

      “You look awful,” she says, stopping short.

      “Thank you.”

      “Should you be here?”

      I offer a congenial smile, and insist, “I’m fine.”

      “Michael Harridan said you’re still investing man-hours in Operation Safe Passage.”

      I chew slowly to buy time. Technically, I work eighty-hour work weeks, so some of that time is mine and not official man-hours.

      She studies me, skeptical but efficient. As US Attorney, she doesn’t waste time. Her lips purse and the overhead light catches on her ever-present single pearl strand. Today she’s in a black suit, and her dark, shoulder-length hair is down, which means she’s meeting with someone she considers important. Or maybe it’s a court day.

      “I know you disagree with the decision to drop Safe Passage,” she says evenly. “And I hear you. But you have to trust the process. Some decisions aren’t yours to question.”

      She pauses, just long enough to strengthen her point.

      “Dropping a case doesn’t mean no one’s working it. It means you’re not.”

      She doesn’t wait for my response, leaving me to watch her exit my office, silently fuming.

      Because we had a solid case. A clean one. Two years of FBI work, solid evidence, a cooperative witness.

      Lina—my witness. Nineteen years old when I met her, scared in the specific way of someone who has learned that trust gets people hurt.

      She’d been scared—but she showed up. She gave statements. She trusted me.

      The others—they accepted payment in exchange for signed NDAs. They chose silence—not that I blame them. But Lina didn’t. She wanted to fight. She believed me when I said we’d keep her safe.

      Then the case was shut down.

      And she vanished.

      I fire off an email to Daniel Price, the Supervisory Special Agent, or SSA, on the case, and notice—again—the unanswered messages stacking behind it.

      There’s a rap on the door. Shonda doesn’t wait for an answer before dropping into the chair across from my desk. Her dark skin is luminescent in the light, a slight sparkle to her eye shadow, the only hint of personality to her standard charcoal gray pantsuit.

      “So,” she says, eyeing my face, “were you texting and driving?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm.” She steals a piece of my bagel. “That bruise is nasty. What happened? All I heard is that you were in a wreck.”

      “My brakes failed.”

      She stills. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That must’ve been scary.”

      “It was.” I don’t want to think about it, so I sip my coffee. But then what I haven’t shared with anyone spills out. “I think someone cut my brakes.”

      “Damn.” She studies me for a beat, then shakes her head. “Don’t start seeing threats where there aren’t any. That way lies insanity.” She points a perfectly manicured almond-shaped nail in my direction, wagging it back and forth.

      “Maybe.”

      “No maybe.” She stands. “You need sleep. You drove an old car. These things happen.” She pauses at the door. “Joint call with FBI and MPD. Conference room A. Ten minutes.”

      The Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Metropolitan Police Department—fun times.

      Safe Passage isn’t my only case. It’s just the one I can’t put down.

      I watch Shonda’s retreating back, taking a few more minutes to skim my email. There’s a new FBI 302—an investigative interview report—from an undercover sting at a Northwest hotel, an MPD report about a missing 15-year-old recovered in an apartment in Southeast, and a late-night email from a shelter advocate at one of the NGOs—nonprofits—saying one of her trafficking victims wants to recant. Lovely.

      I skim the FBI report to see if the elements of federal sex trafficking of a minor exist—and they do.

      With that, I gather the pertinent files for my next meeting and give one sidelong glance to the files stacked on the corner of my desk—the working copies I’ve marked up for months, separate from the full case archive I keep in binders at home. Pieces of the file have started going missing from the database—a memo here, a note there, nothing anyone would notice unless they’d read it a hundred times. I have. I’ll be damned if I’m giving up daily access to my notes. I’ll scan every page tonight.

      The morning bleeds into detention hearings and plea colloquies. I win my motion to hold a pimp without bond—hollow victory against an overworked public defender with no real defense. The monthly trafficking task force meeting runs long: FBI wants multi-state labor cases, MPD needs support on juvenile street work, the victim services nonprofits push for more shelter beds and case workers than anyone’s budget allows. Everyone wants different things.

      What do I want? I want the bastards who trafficked Lina, and girls like her, as their sick source of income, to pay. I also want every single person who forks over money for those girls to pay. I want a world where a victim doesn’t have to go through hell to receive justice.

      It’s past nine p.m. when I finally dig into phone records from an MPD sting. There are multiple references to “uncle,” and I make a note that I need to ask about that. Street slang for a buyer, or something else? There’s also a particular patrol car that shows up repeatedly but there’s no record of the patrol car interfering. I write the unit number on a sticky note and press it to my monitor.

      Maybe I can use this as an excuse to reach out to Daniel. Yes, he’s FBI and he’s not on this case, but this might earn a response from Daniel. He likes to dig in on the MPD when he gets a chance. Maybe just asking about a different case will make him think I’ve dropped Safe Passage.

      Shonda shouts from across the darkened expanse of cubicles at my open door. “Go home.”

      Judging from the clatter of keyboard keys, I’m not the last one in the office by any means. But, my head is aching, and every movement hurts—and that’s after my latest dose of Advil. Pajamas, hot tea, and an episode of mindless television are calling me. I’ll scan my files tomorrow.

      With that thought, I switch off my desk lamp, load up my briefcase, flick off my office light, and pull the door closed, locking my stacks of manila folders inside. It’s not until I’m through the lobby that I remember I don’t have my car.

      Joy.

      How could I forget? Apparently a near-death experience isn’t enough to jog my memory for an impending inconvenience.

      Outside, the street feels too open. I order a ride and walk toward the lighted corner.

      Five minutes away.

      I accept.

      And then I see it.

      A dark gray Toyota 4Runner rolls closer, mud splattered across the bumper. Roof racks silhouetted under the streetlights.

      The same one from this morning.

      My pulse ticks up as it slows to a stop.

      In this light, all I see is a shadow beyond the windshield.
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      GABRIEL

      I’ve been watching her for weeks.

      Routine, not fixation. Routes. Timing. Patterns. Observing who comes and goes. Looking out for anyone who doesn’t belong.

      It’s what I do.

      Her townhouse sits mid-block—good sightlines, poor cover. Too many blind spots if someone wanted to get close without being seen. The alley behind it bothers me.

      Not making my presence known to her is strategic. When Scott shared his concerns about her line of work, I suggested security. Her father hires it from time to time. The concept isn’t foreign to Evie. But he said she’d refuse it—that she’d always refuse it. She doesn’t want anything to do with her father’s world. Or the protection that comes with it.

      Scott agrees their father can be overly protective. Born in Egypt, while he’s fully assimilated into the American culture, he carries a worldview about women and marriage that Evie rebels against and even Scott doesn’t share.

      I’m not close to her father, but from what I understand from Scott, he worries. Constantly. Obsessively. He calls it concern. Evie calls it control.

      I don’t call it anything.

      But when Scott called and shared what his dad had learned about the case she’s prosecuting, I listened and acted.

      Scott concerned? That meant things were real. I refused to downplay it—I know too well how fast things can change, how quickly a low-level risk becomes something you can’t take back.

      When I mentioned to my boss my concerns for a childhood friend working in DC, and that I’d like to be considered if anything on the east coast opened up, the timing worked. KOAN, a group our company had ties with, had an opening in DC. By the end of the day I’d spoken to Hudson Stone at KOAN. By nightfall, Rhodes MacMillan had called. He already knew Evie. Had helped her before—and he told me to let him know if there’s anything he could do to ensure her safety. Said he felt indebted to her father, that he’d been one of his first investors—and when he met with Evie, he’d been impressed by her convictions.

      Three days later, I was on a flight to DC with my truck and belongings not far behind. KOAN gave me a daytime assignment providing protective detail for a crisis communications executive. A woman with high visibility, my role was low risk and mundane. But it put me in position. Close enough to assess Evie without making contact.

      Close enough to be there if something went wrong.

      If I’d approached her, she would’ve shut me out.

      I’m positive.

      Plus, by not connecting myself to her in any way, I could better assess the situation. Learn if anyone else had taken up an interest in the prosecutor.

      So I stayed back. Assessed. Determined she was safe.

      Fell into a routine.

      Daytime protective detail. Evening, watching for Evie to leave the office. Monitoring to see if anyone else was watching.

      Time passed.

      Then I got the call from Scott—she’d been in a wreck.

      I’d been in NYC that day with Alicia Morgan and flights were delayed. Evie typically works late—absolutely insane hours. I didn’t realize I’d missed her.

      If I’d been in the garage that night, watching for her to leave work, I would’ve followed her out.

      I would’ve been there.

      No parking garage today—no car. I didn’t expect she’d go into the office today, but Evie Thompson always defies expectations. Not only did she go into the office, but she worked late.

      Her chocolate brown wool coat matches the color of her suit, and her block heels give her a couple of inches in height. Her dark hair is pulled back, like it always is at the end of the day, regardless of how it starts out. From my vantage point, I can’t get a good take on the bruises I know must be present.

      She pauses at the corner and looks directly at my vehicle. Staring.

      I freeze—like there’s a gun on me.

      And wait.

      Those almond-shaped eyes lock in place.

      I’m not close enough to see the details, but Evie’s eyes are something I’ve never forgotten—a deep, espresso brown. Unusual enough by virtue of size, the kids mocked her. I witnessed it one time—put a stop to it with a simple, “Sounds like someone’s jealous.” They might’ve been in seventh grade at the time. I told myself I’d have done the same for anyone. I was seventeen. I knew how to lie to myself even then.

      I always thought her eyes were the best thing about her.

      Still do.

      Other than her grit.

      She’s an independent adult now, but with her slight frame and those doe-eyes, she reminds me of a defenseless deer. Aware. Wary. Likely to take flight with the slightest movement.

      Only Evie’s a powerhouse.

      My grip tightens on the wheel.

      She’s still staring.

      She looked straight at the truck this morning and talked herself out of it.

      Not this time.

      I pull up to the curb, lower the passenger window, and lean so she can get a visual.

      Her eyes narrow, like she’s straining to see.

      Those full lips part as she steps forward. “Gabriel?”

      She’s incredulous. That’s a good start.

      “Evie Thompson. Thought that was you.”

      “Oh my god, what’re you doing here?”

      “I work in the area.” I grin. “Can I give you a ride?”

      She wiggles her phone. “I just ordered an Uber. But we should⁠—”

      “Cancel the ride. I’ll drive.”

      “If I cancel, won’t they ding me?”

      She looks from me, to her phone, and back again, indecisive. Torn between breaking an agreement with an Uber driver, and hopping in a car with a friend.

      “Evie Thompson. I haven’t seen you in years. Isn’t that worth a hit to your Uber rating?”

      She taps her phone. “The pickup time just extended. I hope that doesn’t mean traffic’s bad.”

      She’s basically muttering to herself.

      “It’s kismet. Get in the car. Let me take you home.”

      She smiles at me. It’s a wide smile, happy. There’s also a degree of incredulity. Like she can’t believe it’s actually me.

      After tapping her phone again, presumably canceling the driver, she climbs in, and I check the side and rear view. After her seat belt clicks, I pull onto the street. At this time of night, traffic is light.

      “Where do you live?” she asks as I take her in. “When did you move here?”

      Ignoring her questions, I ask, “What happened to your face?” The bruises are worse than I expected.

      “Oh,” she brushes a hand over her face, like she’s forgotten massive bruises darken her eyes, cheeks, and nose. “I was in a wreck. It’s…” She exhales and relaxes into the seat. “That’s why I needed an Uber.”

      “Ah.” I’m already headed in the direction of her place, but I shouldn’t know where she lives, so say, “Want to enter your address into the nav?”

      “Oh, sure.” She leans forward and taps away. “How have you been? Where are you living?”

      “I’ve been good. Moved into NoMa a couple of weeks ago. What about you?” I make a show of reading the address she just entered. “Capitol Hill. Fits.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She’s still smiling her friendly smile, her question more teasing. “Never mind.” I don’t see her roll her eyes, but I’d bet money she did. “Do you still see Scott?”

      “See him? Not recently. Speak to him? All the time.”

      “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me you live here now.”

      “Yeah. It’s been what? Eight years?”

      “Ten. My college graduation party. You came.”

      That I did. Actually, her law school graduation. She started undergrad early and finished early.

      “You were one of his few friends I liked, you know. What’re you doing these days? Are you still in the military? Oh my god. You’re here in DC…are you NSA? Scott said that was your goal. Did you make it?”

      She sounds so excited at the prospect I can’t help but chuckle. That’s the way she’s always been.

      Cheerful. Upbeat. Loyal. Even when we were kids and Scott and I played Monopoly; she rooted for me like I was the hometown team.

      “Not yet.” I flick the turn signal. “It’s a process. I’m working for a private outfit. Moving here’s part of the process. And you’re a big shot these days. I keep track of you, you know?”

      “You do, do you?”

      “Your brother talks about his little sister a lot.” I glance at her. “I’m proud of you, Evie.”

      “Not little anymore.” She says it like she’s not happy about that fact and glances out the window. “Over thirty and all.”

      The joke lands flat.

      Whatever she’s talking about, it isn’t her age.

      “Well, you’re not looking forty in the eye either, so.”

      She reaches out and lightly touches my arm. “Neither are you. You look good. Healthy. I’m glad you’re no longer in the military.”

      The contact lasts maybe two seconds. A slight pressure that cuts through the fabric. I keep my eyes on the road.

      “Yeah?”

      “I worry about you.” She shrugs like it’s no big deal. “I keep up with you, too. I thought I recognized your car but figured it couldn’t be you. And yet, here you are.”

      “Here I am.”

      “What company did you say you’re with?”

      “It’s a small outfit.”

      “Called?” There’s a shift in her tone. There’s no way to blow this off without piquing her curiosity.

      “KOAN. Spelled⁠—”

      “Holy shit. Did Dad hire them? Are you working for my father?”

      How she went from point a to b so fast… “No.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I don’t need protection, Gabe.”

      “Good to hear. I’m here providing protective detail for a crisis communications executive.”

      “Alicia Morgan?”

      I side-eye her. “You know her?”

      “No.” She flicks a nail between her teeth. “But I read about her recently.”

      I’m sure she did. After an attempt on her life and getting wrapped up in a murder investigation, there are some salacious articles out there. “I do daytime detail.”

      “Huh. What brings you out here so late?” She checks her watch. “I’d say we should get coffee, but…wow, it’s late.”

      I’d like to point out that she often works this late, but I don’t wanna give up my cards, so instead I say, “We should do dinner.”

      Her townhouse is up ahead, so it’s a timely segue.

      “Yeah. Let’s.”

      I pull up at the curb in front of her townhouse, gray brick with a blue door, sandwiched between two townhomes, one with black painted brick and the other a bright terracotta. Evie’s is the adorable one, with two potted shrubs on each side of the front door.

      Her hand stills on the door handle as those wide eyes take me in. “And why did you say you’re out so late?”

      She’s suspicious. Of the Thompson siblings, she’s the brightest. Could run circles around Scott. Hands down one of the most intelligent people I’ve known. “Worked late today. Ms. Morgan had a thing.”

      “Oh.” She nods slowly and pulls the handle. “It’s good seeing you.” Her nose slightly crinkles, her version of emphasis.

      Some things don’t change.

      “Dinner?” I repeat my question. “You got time for an old friend?”

      “My brother’s old friend, you mean?”

      “Ow.” I slam my palm against my chest. “That hurts.”

      Her smile widens. “Yes. I’ve got time. Maybe Saturday?”

      She doesn’t work late Saturdays.

      Or at least she hasn’t since I’ve arrived in town.

      “Saturday it is. I’ll text you.”

      “Do you have my number?”

      “Scott gave it to me.” It’s the truth. She’s been in my contacts since she was in high school.

      “Great.” She holds the door a beat, smiling. “It’s good seeing you, Gabe. I’m glad our paths crossed.” She stands there, and for a second I think she’s going to say something more, but she slams the car door closed.

      I remain idling on the curb, watching until she climbs the four black iron steps up to her front door and closes it behind her, secure for the night.

      I let myself imagine walking her to that door. Staying long enough to catch up, to hear about her day—the real version, not the one she’d tell Scott, scrubbed for her father. Watching her move about in her own space, guard down, heels off. A chance to get to know her in a different way. The age difference that was once monumental is now insignificant.

      But no. That’s not what I’m here for.
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      “Did you get the document I sent over?”

      I pause, trying to recall a document from Dad. Nothing comes to mind. “Did you have an assistant send me something?”

      Dad huffs his frustration, and I scan the shoes layered on my closet floor, searching for the matching sneaker.

      “Salma sent a collection of reviews from Consumer Reports⁠—”

      “Oh. The cars. Right. Well, I’m still hoping my car isn’t totaled.”

      “Even if it’s not you can’t drive it. The brakes failed.”

      “Well, mechanics exist, right?”

      Dad’s always hated my car. But I own it free and clear and I’d rather not have an additional monthly payment.

      “You know, your birthday’s coming up.”

      “Dad.” I spot the shoe and snag it from the pile. “You don’t need to buy me a car. I’m financially independent.”

      “I’m well aware. Roberta says you haven’t touched your trust fund in years.”

      “You should be proud of that, Dad.”

      Shoe tied, I check my reflection in the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my bedroom door. My hair’s a freaking rat’s nest, so I pull it back. Makeup won’t touch the bruises, so I don’t bother.

      I meant to shower before my lunch meeting, but my morning got away from me. Saturdays working from home are the best—except for when I agree to meet someone out.

      “I am proud. But sweetheart…I worked hard so you wouldn’t have to struggle.” I pause, staring at the phone that’s sitting on the bed, because he sounds…chagrined. “If you dropped this foolishness and came to work for me, the quality of your life would improve greatly.”

      And there it is.

      The offer that’s been on the table since I passed the bar—come serve as in-house counsel, manage the legal architecture of the empire he’s spent forty years building while Scott handles the investor relationships and the Middle Eastern contacts. It’s real legal work. Good money. A title that would impress anyone who didn’t know whose name was on the door.

      It would also mean every case I touched belonged to him.

      And it’s not what I want to do with my career.

      “Hey Dad, tell me something about you.”

      “What would you like to know?”

      Hair pulled back, smoothed, as good as it’s going to get, I grab my phone and head downstairs.

      “I don’t know. What’re you doing this weekend?”

      “We have symphony tickets.”

      “We?”

      An audible sigh crosses the speaker and I roll my eyes at the drama. “Eliza. She’s a lady friend.”

      Downstairs, I automatically check the bowl for my keys and remember I don’t have a car to drive.

      That’s when I flick the phone screen and see the time.

      Shit, I’m late.

      “Dad, I’ve got to run.”

      “Evie.”

      Ugh. “Dad, I’m thrilled you’re seeing someone.” He’s been single as long as I can remember, and getting any information about his personal life out of him is like cross-examining a witness who’s memorized his Fifth Amendment rights. Some combination of old-world privacy and the conviction that his children don’t need to know his business—even when his children are adults. “Really. I’ve just gotta go. I’m late.”

      I swing open the front door, and scan the street, hoping for a cab.

      But four cars down, there’s a Toyota 4Runner. No mud, but could it be…

      “Please consider replacing your car. If you won’t let me buy you a replacement⁠—”

      “Chances are I’ll have to buy a new one.” In truth, I owe the towing company a call. It’s on my to-do list for today. “Love you, Dad.”

      I’ve got my thumb on the Uber app icon as I stride toward the car…and sure enough, it’s Gabe, with his gray-blue eyes and trimmed, orderly brown hair. He lowers the passenger window.

      “What’re you doing here?” We’re not meeting for dinner until seven.

      “Was in the area. Thought I’d stop by.”

      “Really?”

      “You going somewhere?”

      I glance down at my phone, and back up at him. “Rhodes told you I’m meeting him for lunch, didn’t he?”

      I swear, if it turns out Dad hired Gabe for security… My grip on my phone tightens.

      “He mentioned it. Thought you might need a ride.”

      I don’t need a ride. I’m perfectly capable of making it to Georgetown for lunch on my own. But given the Uber app is showing eight minutes for the nearest driver and I’m already late… I pull on the door handle and climb in. The interior smells faintly of clean leather and winter—cold air trapped in fabric. It’s grounding in a way I can’t explain.

      Today he’s wearing a crewneck sweater and a sports jacket paired with his slacks. He looks broader somehow. Harder. Maybe it’s the jacket.

      After pulling the seat belt on, I shift to face him. “Do you know where I’m going for lunch or should I enter the address into the nav?”

      He has the decency—or the discipline—to avoid my gaze, clocking his side and rear views before pulling into traffic. “I’ve got the address.”

      Right. And something tells me he didn’t actually need me to enter my home address in his nav after work this week.

      “Do you sit on this street watching my place all day?”

      That earns an eye crinkle and a side glance.

      “No.”

      I check the time and shoot Rhodes a text.

      

      On the way. Running late.

      

      Gabe’s jaw flexes. The skin is smooth, likely freshly shaven. He drives with both hands on the wheel, and his attention constantly shifts between the road, the rear view and his side views. He’s the most defensive, controlled driver I’ve ever observed. Gabe always moved quietly and deliberately, even as a kid. You could mistake him for the laidback type until you realized nothing got past him.

      It’s unsettling how much hasn’t changed—and how much I still notice.

      “What exactly does military intelligence involve?”

      “Signals. Mostly analysis.”

      I have no idea what that means. “Sounds thrilling.”

      “Mostly headphones and long hours.”

      Sounds boring, but more interesting than bodyguard work. “And NSA?”

      “Like I told you. I’m in the process.” He turns onto the main thoroughfare. “Nothing guaranteed.”

      “Why NSA?”

      “I’m good at the work.”

      “It’s like your dad, right? Is he still CIA?”

      “He died overseas.”

      My stomach freefalls. “I’m so sorry. Scott didn’t tell me.”

      “I probably didn’t tell him. Had a short leave. Enough time to sit with Mom, get through the service, and get back.”

      There’s something in the way he says it—not dismissive, but final, like a door closing quietly rather than being slammed. I know better than to push. Some losses don’t get announced. They just become part of a person, visible only in the way they hold themselves and the things they don’t say. I recognize it because I know something about that too.

      “That’s not the reason I’m pursuing NSA.” He passes a car, turns into the left lane, and his gaze steadies on me briefly. “What about you? How’d you end up in human trafficking?”

      “Chance, I guess. Internship. I met with some of the women.” I fiddle with a hang nail on my thumb. “Couldn’t get them out of my head—still can’t.”

      “It’s got to be emotionally draining.”

      “Yes. But when we put someone away⁠—”

      “Someone else takes his place.”

      That’s correct, but that’s not where I was going. “Mother Teresa said that you can’t worry about all the problems. You look at the problem you’re facing, and handle that one.”

      “I’m not familiar with that quote.”

      “I’m paraphrasing.” I shrug, watching the cityscape pass by beyond the expressway. “Or maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe it was someone else. But the idea holds merit.”

      “Scott says you’re obsessed.”

      I shift in the seat. “That’s what he told you?”

      “Said you don’t have a life.”

      “I suppose compared to him.”

      “He’s just concerned about you. My question is, should he be?”

      A month ago my answer would have been an easy no. “I spend my days in a secure office. Of course, so does Scott. The difference is, I didn’t want to work for Dad.”

      “Fair.”

      Silence falls between us as he navigates the streets, taking us to the hotel where Rhodes is staying.

      He may have more to say on the subject, but he’s chosen to let it drop, and I appreciate that. If Dad were in the car, we’d be talking in circles. And if Scott were in the car, the conversation would be about Scott.

      He flicks his signal. We’ve arrived more quickly than I estimated—I might not be late.

      “Well, Scott’s doing well,” Gabe says, as if he too has been thinking about my family. “A big wig now. Like you.”

      I’ve done well, but there are days it doesn’t feel like it. If you compared what I make to my classmates that went into the private sector or to one of the law firms…

      We pull up next to a valet stand.

      “You want to join us for lunch?” We’re going to dinner, so he may not. But, if his plan is to hang out in the lobby while we have lunch, he might as well join us.

      “I’d love to.”

      He so easily accepts that I halfway wonder if he planned all along to join us—which would mean he knew where I was going, which would mean he’s been keeping closer tabs on me than a coincidental reunion explains. I file that away. There’s no point making an issue of it here, in a hotel parking lot, when I haven’t decided yet what I think about it. I didn’t survive my father’s brand of concern by fighting every instance of it. I learned to choose my moments.

      We find Rhodes in the hotel restaurant, already seated at a booth. He gets up as I approach and offers me his hand.

      “Evie. Good to see you again.”

      Rhodes MacMillan only agreed to see me last summer because my father gave him his seed money to start his first venture many years ago. But he appreciates the work I’m doing, and technically he has plenty of contracts with the government. I’m not officially a client, but I might as well be.

      He does a double-take at my bruises, which, I concede, are gnarly, but he still proceeds to offer a hand to Gabe.

      “Gabriel.”

      The fact they are comfortable with each other seems odd.

      “Do you two work closely together?”

      “My company, ARGUS, works closely with KOAN,” Rhodes answers.

      “KOAN’s the company I work for,” Gabe says offhandedly, repeating the name he gave me in the car Thursday night, but it carries more weight with Rhodes in the room.

      Rhodes is the founder of ARGUS and lives in San Francisco. I’m sure he has connections with lots of companies.

      Rhodes returns to his side of the booth, and Gabe slides into the booth beside me. His arm brushes mine as he settles in—warm, solid, and familiar in a way that has no business being either. I let it stay a half-second longer than I should before I shift, putting an inch between us.

      “So the two of you met through work. Got it,” I say, although it feels very small world to me.

      “My girlfriend works for KOAN,” Rhodes offers. I hadn’t realized he had a girlfriend, not that it matters.

      Rhodes is slightly taller than Gabriel, and with his dark hair and commanding presence, it isn’t surprising that he has a girlfriend. He’s a private person, choosing to avoid the media as much as possible unless it’s a gratuitous TED Talk, and I appreciate that about him.

      “Is Sydney in town too?” Gabe asks.

      “She is,” Rhodes says. “She’ll be at your meeting on Monday with Quinn and Hudson.”

      “Oh? Quinn’s coming into town. I hadn’t realized that.”

      I unroll the silverware from the napkin, feeling like I’m out of place in their conversation.

      “Quinn handles the tech side of things,” Gabe says, clearly for my benefit. “I’ve spoken with her on the phone. Never met her in person. Hudson is my boss—the managing director.”

      Rhodes nods, as if confirming Gabe’s description, then looks at me. “I’m actually going to beg forgiveness and skip lunch. The two of you are more than welcome to stay and enjoy lunch, on me.”

      This is vintage Rhodes—efficient without being unkind. He’s agreed to hear me out, and once he has, his time is his own. I’ve never once felt dismissed by him, which is more than I can say for most men of his standing.

      “Once we’re done, Sydney and I are heading out. I’m taking her for a hike.”

      “It’s cold,” I say.

      “Sydney doesn’t mind.” He folds his hands on the table, leaning forward slightly. “So, you wanted to talk. Does it have anything to do with…” His index finger points in the general direction of my face, circling.

      It’s not why I’m here—or not entirely. But it’s the fastest way to establish why I need what I’m about to ask for.

      “Yes.” I exhale, casting a side glance at Gabe, and wishing momentarily he wasn’t sitting beside me to hear this. “Or it may. Would you think I’m paranoid if I told you I think someone might have tampered with my brakes?”

      “No.” Rhodes answers firmly and without hesitation.

      A sense of relief washes over me—not because of the brake incident, but because someone believes me.

      “Who do you suspect?”

      “I’m really not sure. But there’s a case I was working. Two years of FBI resources. Slam dunk. There was no way we were losing. My boss dropped the case. No explanation.”

      “You think someone pulled strings?”

      “I’m positive. But I don’t know who. No one we were prosecuting had that kind of power.”

      “If they successfully had the case dropped, why come after you?” Gabe asks, and this is probably why Shonda thinks I’m paranoid and why I haven’t shared my concerns with Michael.

      “I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. “But my FBI contact on the case hasn’t returned my emails in two weeks. It’s like he’s dropped off the face of the earth. And I can’t locate one of my key witnesses—a young woman named Lina, the only one who didn’t take the NDA. The night of the wreck I was following up with someone who had last seen her.”

      Rhodes scratches his jaw. “What information can you share?”

      “Legally?” The case is closed and it hasn’t been assigned a highly confidential classification. But sharing the details would break protocol. “That’s another thing. A lot of the information on the database has been removed.”

      “Sounds like someone is definitely cleaning up,” Rhodes says, looking to Gabe instead of me. The shift shouldn’t bother me, but it definitely does.

      “I’m scanning what I can—just in case someone deletes more from the DOJ database. Not the files themselves. I can’t hand over witness statements or sealed case material, even to you. But timelines, dates, anything that shows the pattern without the substance—I can put together something usable.” Rhodes looks circumspect—but I also read him as interested. “I can send that over.”

      “Send it. I’ll have someone on my team look into it.”

      “It needs to stay contained.”

      “Not just anyone.” Rhodes breaks in, hearing my concern. “Daisy Jonas. I trust her with my life. If anyone can find connections to help figure out what’s going on, it’s Daisy.”

      “She works for KOAN?” I look to Gabe, questioning. He shakes his head.

      “She’s a partner at my company,” Rhodes answers. He taps the table and looks at Gabe. “You settling in okay?”

      “I am,” he answers. “Easy adjustment from Fort Meade.”

      Rhodes studies Gabe, and I expect him to say something more, but his phone vibrates and he flips it over to read the screen.

      “Syd’s ready. I’m gonna head on up.” He moves to slide out of the booth but stops before standing. “And Evie, I told you before you needed to be careful. This proves it.”

      “Well, there is a chance my brakes just failed. It’s an older car.”

      “Jetta. Well-maintained. Brake failure’s unlikely.” Gabe says, and I wonder how he knows what kind of car I drive. The answer occurs to me immediately. I don’t like it.

      “Given what you do, it’s unlikely,” Rhodes says, agreeing with Gabe all too easily. “MIA contacts? It moves it out of the realm of coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidence anyway. Of course, you work on more than one case, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Unsavory types,” Rhodes comments, almost to himself.

      “The worst,” I concur. “But not with the financial backing to pull DOJ strings.”

      “Financial backing that you know of,” Gabe says.

      “A lot of these guys, they’re like waterways. The tiniest creek leads to a river which leads to the ocean,” Rhodes says. He raps his knuckles against the table. “Be careful.” He scans the restaurant and looks down at us. “Does your dad know what you’re working on?”

      “My department? Yes.” I cut my gaze to Gabe, and back to Rhodes. “No specifics. Why?”

      “It’s just always surprised me that he’s okay with you working these cases—a man with his reach, his instinct for protecting what’s his. He loves you. It’s a good thing.” His emphasis means he believes it, but I don’t always agree. And somewhere in the way he says it—his reach, his instinct—I hear something I wasn’t meant to hear. My father’s fingerprints are on this. Not a contract, not a direct order. Just his long reach, operating the way it always has, through people rather than directly.

      That’s almost worse.

      “I’ll be in touch with what Daisy finds.” To Gabe, he says, “Look out for her.”

      Gabe doesn’t respond. He doesn’t need to—Rhodes is already walking away.

      I let the conversation with Rhodes drop and pick up the lunch menu. There’s nothing more to say—not here, not yet, not with Rhodes barely out of earshot and Gabe watching me like I’m a problem he’s already trying to solve.

      I’ll have questions for him. I’m just not ready to ask them.

      But for the first time since the crash, it’s clear my concerns are founded. I’m not being rash, or paranoid.

      And I’m not sure how I feel about that.
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      GABE

      Lunch ran longer than I expected.

      Not because of Rhodes—he was gone inside of thirty minutes, which is about what I’d anticipated. But Evie, once she’d set down the weight of everything she’d shared with Rhodes, became someone slightly different. Lighter. Still sharp, still precise, but there were moments—a dry observation about the sandwich selection, a story about a judge who’d fallen asleep during closing arguments—where she laughed, and I found myself doing the math on how many years it had been since I’d heard that sound.

      Too many.

      I watched her more than I should have. The way she held her coffee cup with both hands. The way she’d tuck a loose strand of hair back with one finger and then forget about it until it fell again. The way her expression shifted when she was thinking—a slight stillness, like she was running calculations behind her eyes that she had no intention of sharing.

      I’ve spent weeks observing her from a distance. Watching her patterns, her routes, the way she moves through the city. I told myself that was professional. Assessment. Due diligence.

      Sitting inches away from her in a hotel restaurant booth, I understood that was only partly true.

      What Rhodes confirmed over lunch sits differently now. She was on her way to follow up on a lead—alone, at night—when her brakes failed. Not a coincidence. Not a maintenance issue. Someone made a decision about her life, and she’d survived it by luck and fast reflexes and a gap in a stone wall.

      The thought had a particular quality to it. The kind that doesn’t announce itself loudly but settles somewhere low and doesn’t leave.

      “You’re quiet,” she said as we reached the car.

      “Thinking.”

      She glanced at me sideways. “About?”

      “Nothing particular.”

      She accepted that the way she accepts most things—without pushing, but likely not forgetting it either. I’ve noticed that about her. She’s patient in a way that isn’t passive. She waits for the right moment, which means she’s always paying attention.

      It’s one of the things that makes her exceptional at her job.

      It’s also one of the things that’s going to get her killed if someone doesn’t stay close.

      She’s still hopeful she’ll get an estimate that shows her car’s not totaled. I think a better use of her time this afternoon would be car shopping. But I drive her home.

      She keeps glancing out the window as we drive, like she’s half-expecting something to appear.

      She offered to get an Uber, but I insisted on driving. She studied me for a beat, then nodded—like she weighed whether letting me drive was a mistake.

      As I pull up to her townhome, I snag a spot on the street.

      “Well, I guess we don’t really need to do dinner now,” she says, one hand on the door handle, seat belt undone.

      “I don’t have dinner plans.” I live ten minutes away from her—by design. Heading home and coming back to get her is easy. I don’t see the issue.

      “Well, this has taken up more time than I planned.”

      Those espresso eyes read as apologetic, but with her hand on the door handle, her body posture reads as hesitant. I get caught up in the bruises. They’re painful to take in, and a reminder that she needs both protection and rest. Her lips are full—possibly swollen. There’s a scab splitting the center seam of her lower lip, and I have the strangest impulse to brush my thumb across her lower lip—injury or not.

      “Thanks again.”

      My attention snaps from her lips to her hand on the door latch.

      “You’re planning on working? On a Saturday night?”

      I’ve noticed she works weekends—but Saturday night is extreme, even for her, based on what I’ve observed.

      She shrugs. “I’m kind of behind with the wreck. I couldn’t focus after the concussion. Reading was…” She wiggles her fingers in the air and I interpret the motion combined with her tone to mean difficult.

      “Rain check?” She smiles, the door opens and her feet are on the ground. “I’ll see you around. Thanks for driving.”

      I watch as she moves up the sidewalk, bypassing a pedestrian walking a dog. She talks to the
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