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​Chapter One - Every Room Has a Power Outlet
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The jury came back in forty-seven minutes, which was either a very good sign or a very bad one, and Camille Reyes had learned, over eleven years of practice, that it was always one or the other and never useful to decide which until the foreperson opened her mouth.

She stood at the plaintiff's table and kept her hands loose at her sides. This was a minor fraud case, a Tuesday case, the kind of case she could run in her sleep and occasionally did. The defendant was a mid-level property manager who had been systematically falsifying maintenance records to justify withholding security deposits. The amount in question was under forty thousand dollars in aggregate, split across fourteen former tenants. Not glamorous. Not the kind of case that would make anyone's year-end review. But the fourteen tenants existed, and the forty thousand dollars was real money to people for whom forty thousand dollars was real money, and so Camille had prepared for it the same way she prepared for everything: completely, and slightly in excess of what the situation technically required.

"Has the jury reached a verdict?" the judge asked.

"We have, Your Honor."

The foreperson was a retired elementary school principal named Mrs. Huang, who had spent the last three days of deliberation radiating the specific energy of a woman with somewhere better to be and a strong personal commitment to civic duty. Camille had liked her from jury selection. She liked her more now.

"We find for the plaintiff on all fourteen counts."

The man beside her at the table—her client, a fifty-two-year-old former tenant named Gerald Okafor who had been fighting this case for two years and had told Camille on their first meeting that he didn't expect to win—made a sound she recognized. She had heard it before, in different registers, from different people. It was the sound of someone being told that they were right, that what happened to them was real, that the system they were told to trust had, in fact, worked. She had never found a clean way to feel about that sound. She just let it be what it was.

She thanked the jury. She shook the judge's hand. She crossed the room to Gerald Okafor and told him the next steps in a clear, specific sequence, because clarity was the thing people needed most when they were also trying not to cry.

Imogen was waiting in the corridor.

Imogen Adeyemi waited the way she did everything: efficiently. She was already holding Camille's bag and a coffee that was still hot, which meant she had timed the verdict to within four minutes. She wore a dark blazer over a floral blouse and the expression of someone who had not doubted the outcome but was reserving the right to be pleased about it.

"Fourteen counts," Camille said.

"Fourteen," Imogen confirmed. She handed over the coffee without ceremony.

Camille checked her phone in the elevator down. Three missed calls she would return before noon. A motion filing deadline she had already met. An email from opposing counsel that contained, in its opening line, the words I look forward to, which meant she had won cleanly enough that they didn't want to make it personal.

"You look tired," she said, not looking up from the screen.

"You asked me that. About yourself." Imogen pressed the lobby button. "I chose not to answer."

"You just answered."

"I said I look like myself." Imogen paused. "Those are different statements."

Camille looked up.

Imogen had the expression she wore when she was being careful—kind, precise, and approximately as penetrable as load-bearing concrete. She had worked for Camille for six years. She had also been Camille's closest friend for eight, which meant she had a two-year head start on the professional relationship and had never once allowed the employment arrangement to reorganize the friendship into something more manageable.

Camille took that as a yes and the coffee as a consolation.

The lobby of the courthouse opened onto a gray November morning, and the city received them the way cities receive single victories: without comment, at volume. Taxis. Construction. Someone with a coffee cart and a voice like a starting gun. The building they had just left reflected everyone back at themselves, distorted slightly, smaller than life size.

Her car was parked two blocks east, which was too far to bother when Imogen had already ordered a rideshare that was forty seconds out. Camille let herself be organized into it. She was good at that—at reading the architecture of a situation and finding the most efficient way to move through it, including situations where the most efficient path was to let Imogen do the thing she was already doing.

She sat in the back and felt the city pass. She checked three more items on her phone. She sent a message to Gerald Okafor's daughter, who had been at every session of the trial and had not been in the room for the verdict because she had a shift she couldn't leave and Camille had told her the result as soon as it came in.

The light at Sixth turned red.

She settled back against the seat and looked out at the street, at the people crossing with the particular downtown purpose of people who had places to be and were slightly annoyed at the distance between where they were and where those places were. A woman in a red coat cutting through the crosswalk. A man with a dog and a take-out bag. Two teenagers moving in the effortless, unconscious synchrony of people who have been friends since middle school and have never had to think about how to be together.

She was fine. The case was won. The next file was already on her kitchen table.

Her hand settled in her lap, fingers resting on the inside of her wrist, where the pulse beat quiet and steady and unspectacular. She wasn't thinking about it. It was a habit the way breathing was a habit, a thing the body did without consulting the mind, and she had stopped noticing it so long ago that it had become invisible to her, a piece of private architecture she no longer saw because she had built the rest of the house around it.

The light changed.

The car moved.

She picked up her phone.
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​Chapter Two - Six Months Ago, There Was a Woman in a Black Jacket
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The wine was a Rioja that Camille had been saving for a reason she now couldn't reconstruct, and Imogen had brought cheese and crackers and the exact brand of unpretentious practicality that made her, in Camille's opinion, the correct person to drink wine with on a Thursday.

"So," Imogen said, from the other end of the couch.

"So," Camille agreed.

"The Harland trial starts in three weeks."

"Two weeks and six days."

"Two weeks and six days." Imogen ate a cracker. "And you're ready."

"I'm always ready."

"You are," Imogen said, with the affectionate neutrality of someone who was not actually saying that as a compliment, "always ready. Yes." She reached for her wine. "That wasn't what I was going to say."

Camille looked at her over the rim of her glass.

Imogen looked back with the composure of someone who had long since stopped being outwaited by Camille Reyes and was prepared to sit in this silence until the wine ran out.

"There's something in my inbox," Camille said, after a moment that was shorter than it would have been three years ago.

"There are several somethings in your inbox. Your assistant flagged one."

"I know."

"You haven't opened it."

"I know that too."

Imogen set her glass down on the coffee table in the careful way she had, deliberate without being fussy. "Camille."

"It's probably nothing. People send things like that when a case gets attention. It's a high-profile trial. Lena Vasiliev is a credible witness with a sympathetic story and the other side has significant financial motivation to make this difficult. It is almost certainly nothing."

"And you're not opening it because."

"Because I'll open it tomorrow with fresher eyes and better context." She paused. "And because I want to finish this wine."

Imogen accepted this with the diplomatic silence of someone who believed neither part of it and had decided to let Camille have the evening anyway.

The apartment was the kind of apartment that looked, on first entry, like it had been styled for a magazine and then, on closer inspection, revealed itself as genuinely lived in: the cookbook spine cracked at three well-used pages, the couch cushion permanently dented on the left side, the pile of case files on the kitchen table that had acquired a coffee ring Camille kept meaning to deal with. She had lived here for four years. She had done the whole place in warm neutrals and bookshelves because she had needed, after her last relationship, to be somewhere that felt like only her.

"Tell me something else," Imogen said. "Tell me about the gala."

"What gala."

"The fundraiser. Six months ago. The one you've mentioned three times without ever actually finishing the story."

"I've finished it. There's nothing to finish. I went. It was an event. I left."

Imogen's expression did not change in any measurable way, and yet managed to communicate its specific disbelief with extraordinary precision.

Camille sighed. She tucked her feet up under her on the couch—the shoes were already off, which was a state of affairs that only happened with Imogen, or alone—and looked at the window where the city was doing what it always did, being continuous and self-involved and lit against the dark.

"There was a woman," she said.

"There she is."

"It's not a story. It was a moment. One of those moments that doesn't actually go anywhere, it just—sits."

"Sits where."

"In the back of your head. In the category of things that were interesting that you have no practical use for." She drank. "She wasn't a lawyer. I'd have placed her immediately if she was—you know the type, they all stand the same way. She wasn't in finance either, which was most of the rest of the room. I couldn't place her."

"What did she look like?"

Camille did not answer immediately, which was, in itself, an answer.

"Tall," she said. "Black hair, short on the sides. Korean-American, I think, or Korean descent. Broad-shouldered." She paused. "She was wearing a black jacket and she was standing next to one of the tall windows and she looked like she was very aware of exactly where everyone in the room was, but not in a—not anxiously. Like the opposite of anxious. Like she'd already assessed the room and found it acceptable."

"And she looked at you."

The question was quiet. Imogen knew how to do that—how to land a question gently enough that it didn't announce itself as the real one.

"She looked at me," Camille said, "like she could see that something was—like she wasn't looking at the room I'd prepared. That's the only way I know to say it." She heard how that sounded and added, with the slight compression of someone who has said more than they intended, "It was probably just her face. Some people have faces like that."

"Some people do," Imogen agreed, thoughtfully.

"We spoke for maybe fifteen minutes. She was—she had a sense of humor she wore like it was entirely inconvenient to her. Dry. Like she was mildly annoyed that something was funny." Camille touched the inside of her wrist. Didn't notice she was doing it. "And then I turned to get another drink and when I came back she was gone."

Imogen was quiet for a moment.

"What do you actually remember about her," she said. Not asked. Said.

Camille opened her mouth. Closed it. The city went on outside the window. Somewhere below, a car horn, brief and declarative.

"She was still," Camille said, finally. "Like she wasn't trying to take up any more space than she needed."

The words landed in the quiet and stayed there. Imogen received them with the expression of someone carefully filing something in the correct drawer, under the correct heading.

"What was her name?" Imogen asked.

"She didn't give it. Or I didn't—we were interrupted, I think. Someone from the DA's office. And then she was gone." Camille set her glass down. "It doesn't matter. It was six months ago and it's a non-story."

"Mm," said Imogen.

"It is."

"I said mm."

Camille stood and carried both their glasses to the kitchen, where the open case file sat under the coffee ring and the stack of highlighted depositions and the printed threat assessment that she had reviewed twice this week and set aside in the firm, deliberate way of someone exercising a choice rather than avoiding a thing.

She didn't look at the inbox.

She would open it tomorrow.

She filled both glasses.

She brought them back.

"Tell me about the Harland deposition," Imogen said, and Camille did, and by the time they finished the wine the case file was still open on the kitchen table and the flagged email was still sitting in the inbox, specific and patient, waiting for her fresher eyes.

Outside, a November Thursday continued its business. Three weeks from the trial. Two weeks and six days.

Everything was fine.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three - The File on the Desk Says Threat Assessment
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The case was called Vasiliev v. Harland Development Group, which was a name that told you very little about what it was actually about, which was the systematic dismantling of a woman's sense of safety in her own home.

Camille had been in the law long enough to understand that the formal names of cases were often this way—they named the parties and the venue and the date and almost never the actual thing, the human weight at the center, the reason it mattered that someone showed up and argued it correctly. She had learned early on to hold both versions at once: the case as a legal structure, which required precision and strategy and the particular kind of controlled aggression that wins on procedural points; and the case as a story, which required something harder and less nameable, something that sat below technique.

Vasiliev v. Harland Development Group was both.

Harland Development Group was a mid-sized real estate firm with a portfolio of thirty-seven properties across four boroughs, a legal department that retained three outside firms, and a documented pattern of conduct—documented, now, thanks to fourteen months of discovery—that amounted to this: they had wanted Lena Vasiliev out of her apartment, and when she had declined to leave voluntarily, they had made the experience of living there so systematically uncomfortable that they had expected her to decide it wasn't worth fighting.

The conduct included: maintenance requests that were logged and then went unaddressed for weeks, sometimes months. An unannounced inspection program, technically legal under the lease, that was applied with a frequency and specificity to Vasiliev's unit that exceeded any comparable tenant. Two noise complaints filed against her that the building's own records could not substantiate. And—this was what had made the case into something—a series of communications from building management to her employer's HR department, framed as references, that had been carefully enough worded to be deniable and specific enough to cost her a promotion.

She had kept every document. Every email, every dated log entry, every screenshot of every communication. She had walked into Camille's office fourteen months ago with a manila envelope and the particular posture of someone who has spent a long time being told they are overreacting and has started to believe it and is trying very hard not to.

Camille had taken the case in twenty minutes.

Opposing counsel was Nadia Vasquez, which was either a coincidence or the universe's commitment to difficult consonants. Nadia was thirty-eight, Columbia Law, had spent four years at the DA's office before going into civil litigation and never seemed to have entirely shed the prosecutorial bearing—she moved through courtrooms like she was building something and expected you to notice. Camille had faced her twice before. They had each won once, which created a professional symmetry she suspected neither of them found entirely comfortable.

She was good. This was the kind of case where that was going to matter.

Camille sat across from Lena Vasiliev in the conference room at eleven on a Monday and watched her choose her words the way someone chooses footing on uncertain ground—testing each one slightly before committing, aware that the surface might not hold.

Lena was twenty-nine and looked, today, like someone who had been sleeping badly and was trying not to show it. She wore a blue cardigan and had her hands folded on the table, not knotted—folded, with the deliberate quality of something practiced. Her English was precise, slightly formal in the European way, with the particular emphasis of someone who had learned the language as an adult and had worked very hard at it. She spoke carefully. This was a quality Camille had noticed in their first meeting and had thought about since: not because the carefulness was a liability, but because it was evidence of something. Someone who chose every word like she was paying for it had learned that lesson somewhere. The question was whether a jury would read it as credibility or anxiety.

Nadia's motion—filed last week, ambitious in scope—sought to exclude three of Camille's seven primary exhibits on the grounds that they had been obtained through a third-party disclosure that Nadia was characterizing, with the focused creativity of excellent opposing counsel, as potentially tainted. The motion was not going to succeed. Camille was fairly certain of this. But it was going to require a response that was equally focused and considerably more work than the motion itself, which was the point.

She was not thinking about the motion right now.

"Tell me again about the September inspection," she said. "The one on the fourteenth."

Lena told her. She was specific. She had the date, she had the time, she had the name of the building manager who had shown up at seven forty-five in the morning, ninety minutes before the lease-mandated notice window opened. She had it in writing.

"Good," Camille said. "That's exactly what I need you to do in there. Not more than that, not differently than that."

"I know."

"I know you know. I'm saying it anyway because juries sometimes make people perform for them in ways that are different from just saying the true thing, and the true thing is always better."

Lena looked at her for a moment. "You think they'll believe me."

It was not exactly a question. It was the thing that sat under a question, the thing people asked when they had been told, in various registers and over a long enough period, that their perception of their own experience was not reliable.

Camille had an instinct, which she generally managed, for the particular language people in this position most needed to hear. Sometimes she indulged it. She looked at Lena Vasiliev, who had kept every document and walked into her office and was still here, still doing this, still showing up to rooms where she was asked to explain herself to strangers.

"Yes," she said. "I think they'll believe you."

Imogen appeared in the doorway at the close of the meeting, with the expression that meant there was something to deal with. Camille walked Lena to the elevator, told her she'd be in touch before the week was out, and then turned back.

"Brask called," Imogen said.

"Who."

"Leon Brask. Silverpoint Security. He's been coordinating with your building since the messages escalated." She held out a folder. "He's requesting a meeting."

Camille took the folder. She opened it. She read the first page in the way she read everything—completely, and in one pass—and then read the second page more slowly.

The third message had arrived on Friday. It referenced her Tuesday schedule. Not the version of her Tuesday schedule that appeared anywhere public. The version that included the deposition location she had confirmed internally two days before.

She closed the folder.

"When?" she said.

"Tomorrow morning. He's proposing nine o'clock." Imogen was watching her with the careful, precise attention she deployed when she wanted to be monitoring without appearing to be monitoring. "Camille."

"It's a precaution," Camille said.

"It's a protective detail."

"A precautionary protective detail."

"Those aren't different things."

Camille set the folder on the corner of Imogen's desk with the controlled casualness of someone making a choice about how to hold something in their hands. She smoothed the front of her blazer once, unnecessary, and said: "Book the meeting."

From the doorway, Imogen watched her walk back toward her own office, and the expression on her face was a thing that Camille, who was very good at reading rooms, did not turn around to see.
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