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​Chapter One

 

 

Stratus Capital Partners Office

Toronto, Canada

 

The opening bell cracked across the TSX like a gunshot, and Eve Shepherd was positioned for the kill.

From her perch at Stratus Capital Partners—a boutique trading firm on the 32nd floor across from the Toronto Stock Exchange, like a sniper in a nest—Eve watched the floor unravel below as if hunting prey. Traders waved arms, barked into headsets, their panic a signal she could read. The air smelled of burnt coffee, printer ozone, and adrenaline—the scent of a battlefield. Screens flickered red and green, numbers pulsing like heartbeats. Each one a threat. 

Each one an opportunity to exploit.

Eve sat at her station, spine straight, eyes locked on the three screens in front of her. Fingers hovered over the keyboard like triggers. Every movement precise, deliberate, lethal in its timing. She was thirty-one years old, but hardened enough to carry twice the weight of experience. Athletic, lean, trained for endurance, speed, and ruthless calculation. In the financial markets, she scanned for angles, exits, weak points. 

She noted hesitation. She noted greed. She noted fear.

Precise. 

Ruthless. 

Clean.

Colleagues called her brilliant. Efficient. Never dangerous. 

But she was.

Her gaze settled on Jonathan Greer occupying his office across the hall like a rival wolf. Greer was a hedge-fund manager in his early forties—aggressive, cocky, predictable. A man who trusted momentum over reality. A man who didn’t know how quickly it could turn against him.

Eve’s intel that morning—directional, non-specific, and legally sourced through a politically-connected contact of her husband—pointed to the same conclusion her screens already suggested: Greer was pushing a fragile tech IPO, relying on momentum and confidence to justify a valuation that didn’t deserve either.

Eve’s instincts told her the IPO was a trap—too much hype, too fragile a foundation, but her client wanted in. They were pressing for allocations, dazzled by momentum and headline demand. She was the only thing standing between their enthusiasm and a 3-million-dollar mistake.

Instinct alone, though, was worth nothing. 

Markets—and clients—didn’t care about gut feelings; they demanded proof. So she would have to obtain it—quietly, legally, invisibly—before her clients rushed headlong into something they trusted her to see clearly. Protecting their capital wasn’t optional. They had put millions in her hands, and judgment was what they paid for. Eve would protect her client at all costs. They might not be her largest client, nor the most powerful, but to Eve, that didn’t matter. They all deserved the same attention, and, for each and every one of them, she was willing to go to war.

She hammered the keyboard and fed instructions into her custom terminal. She didn’t touch the IPO. That would have been obvious. Instead, she applied small, deniable pressure to the public companies the market used to value it—selling just enough to thin liquidity, then stepping back. A faint imbalance. A pause where there shouldn’t be one.

Nothing illegal. Nothing loud.

Simply aggressive positioning.

No one else would notice.

But Greer would.

Every micro-shift whispered caution to the sharpest eyes, and in those reactions—Greer’s hesitation, the flicker of doubt in his client’s mind—Eve read confirmation. Her gut had been right.

Across the hall, Greer stared at his screens, jaw tightening. The comps weren’t breaking—but they weren’t confirming him either. Depth was thinning. Volatility was creeping in where momentum should have been clean. If pricing came now, his client would ask why demand suddenly felt conditional. If it slipped, they’d ask why he hadn’t seen it sooner.

Either way, the confidence he was selling was about to evaporate.

Eve didn’t need Greer to confess anything. She needed him to act—to pull back, to warn his client, to drain enthusiasm just enough that the valuation cracked before pricing. When that happened, allocations would shrink. The deal would wobble. And Eve would keep her client safe—well clear of the blast radius Greer was about to create.

But Greer was delaying his decision, and Eve couldn’t have that.

She fiddled with a matte black tactical pen lying on the desk, its barrel glinting faintly—today a writing tool, tomorrow a possible last resort. It was a gift from her husband. “Since you can’t carry a pistol, this is the next best thing. You never know when you might need one. Toronto is a dangerous place, especially at night,” he had said while holding her in his strong arms one Saturday morning. “Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

Eve nodded to herself and put down the pen. Time to strike.

She advanced across the floor and approached Greer’s office.

He looked up as she stopped at the open door of his glass office. She was wearing a sharply cut charcoal blazer that hugged her shoulders, its subtle herringbone texture catching the fluorescent lights as she moved. Beneath it, she had a crisp white shirt with a hidden contrast collar, the cuffs peeking out just enough to reveal a thin silver watch. Her slim black pants ended at a pair of low-heeled leather ankle boots—stylish enough to turn heads but practical for the constant shuffling of papers.

Greer looked up from his four monitors, the posture of a man who believed volume equaled authority. They were colleagues; they both answered to the same boss—Mr. Stratus—but they were also competitors, fierce competitors. Both Eve and Greer were measured weekly on profit and loss statements, assets under management, and who the CIO trusted when markets went thin and ugly.

“Jonathan,” Eve said, pitching her voice low, neutral. “You’re leaning hard into the Virexa IPO.”

He smiled and leaned back on his black swivel chair and adjusted the front of his navy two-piece suit. His white dress shirt was immaculate, its French cuffs secured by understated onyx cufflinks, and a muted teal pocket square added a whisper of personality to the otherwise conservative ensemble. “Are you here to congratulate me?”

“No. I’m here to stop you from walking off a cliff.”

That got his attention. He leaned forward while Eve slid a tablet onto his desk—no charts, no smoking gun. Just a clean comparison grid: sector comps, volatility bands, capital structure stress under minor sentiment shifts. Nothing proprietary. Nothing he hadn’t already seen in some form. What mattered was when she was showing it to him.

“You’re counting on momentum,” Eve continued. “Retail buzz, crossover funds chasing allocation, and your client’s belief that demand cures valuation. It doesn’t. Liquidity does.”

Greer leaned back. “You don’t have allocation. You don’t have the book. So why do you care?”

“Your client is about to mistake appetite for commitment,” she said. “And when that happens, the first funds to fold won’t call it in. They’ll just… vanish.”

She tapped the tablet once. A narrow band of red appeared—not price, but depth. Offers thinning. Bids stepping back by pennies, then dollars.

“You’re already seeing it,” she said. “You just don’t want to call it what it is.”

Greer was watching his own screens now, correlating. The micro-pressure Eve had applied—sector comps sold just enough, liquidity briefly withdrawn and reintroduced—was triggering his internal alerts. His risk team would be circling. His client would be calling soon.

“You pull back now,” Eve said, “you look disciplined. You tell your client you’re protecting upside by avoiding a weak open. You preserve capital and credibility.”

“And if I don’t?”

She met his eyes. “You know what will happen: Then pricing slips. Your client pushes. The deal limps out anyway. And you’re the one explaining to Stratus why you let your ego override caution.”

That landed. Not because it was threatening—but because it was accurate.

They both knew how Stratus worked. Predators rose. Hesitation died. Their boss valued hunters who could smell blood before it hit the floor. He liked Eve because she never hesitated and because she never needed permission.

Greer exhaled slowly. He gave her a measured look, studying her face. Eve had high cheekbones framing sharp, calculating, hazel eyes, and a mouth that rarely smiled—but when it did, it was cold and deliberate, a warning as unmistakable as any weapon. Brunette hair fell long but was usually pulled back, practical and unyielding, like today. “You engineered this,” he said, one eyebrow inching up.

“I noticed it first,” Eve said. “There’s a difference.”

She didn’t tell the truth; she didn’t lie; she didn’t admit anything.

Greer looked at the tablet again, then at his phone. One call. A single sentence to his client. We’re reducing exposure pending market confirmation.

It would be enough. The client would balk. Confidence would fracture. Other funds would follow the scent.

Eve straightened. “You’ll tell them it was your call.”

Greer sighed and pursed his thin lips. He shrugged and looked back at Eve.

She met his eyes with the cold precision of a predator.

Greer nodded, once. Tight. Controlled.

She turned away before he could say anything else. 

On her terminal, confirmation lights pulsed—capital preserved, downside avoided. Somewhere above them, Stratus’s CIO would see the numbers by end of day and know exactly who had moved first.

Eve had climbed one rung higher—exactly where predators belonged. And she had saved her client a cool $3 million. Not a bad start of the day, she thought after settling back at her desk. She allowed herself a small, inner smile as she had accomplished her mission. She wasn’t a killer, but in the cut-throat financial world, she was trained to strike first and strike hard.

 

 

Eve slipped out of her office at 11:30 sharp, the way she left most things—on her terms, before the lunch crowd could complicate it.

David Pecaut Square—a ten-minute walk southwest—was washed in early-fall light. The sun was already spilling gold across the city’s glass towers. The air was warm enough to feel crisp, a reminder that the season hadn’t yet taken its full bite. A small, orderly green space at the center of the square softened the surrounding concrete and glass. Pigeons moved across the grass, unbothered by the foot traffic around them, as pedestrians rushed toward the metro and parking lot entrances nearby. Roy Thomson Hall curved along the edge of the square, its rounded glass façade unmistakable, the home of the Toronto Symphony Orchestra looming like a polished instrument waiting to be played.

The air smelled of cut grass and coffee drifting from nearby patios. Eve crossed the park with two paper bags in one hand and a practiced scan in her eyes, until she spotted her father near one of the wood-and-metal park benches shaded by an oak tree.

Theodore looked smaller in the wheelchair, bundled in a light jacket, his silver hair combed with care by the home-care aide standing two steps away from him. The fall he’d taken at the nursing home two weeks ago still left a faint ache, but his eyes lit up when he saw Eve. His smile was intact, wry, and stubborn as ever.

“You’re late,” he said as she leaned down to kiss his cheek.

She wasn’t, but she didn’t want to argue with her dad. “I stopped and got you two bagels.” She handed him the paper bag, then greeted the home-care aide, who nodded and stepped to a polite distance.

“Cinnamon raisin?”

“You’ve got it. The ones you like. How are you doing?”

Theodore shrugged. “Uh, I’m fine. What’s going to happen to me?”

Eve sat on the bench next to him. She unwrapped her sandwiches—smoked salmon and cream cheese on thin multigrain bread—and enjoyed them slowly as she chatted with her dad while the city moved around them. At first, the conversation was light, warm. Updates about life at the nursing home. Comments about the morning news and how Canada was going to hell in a handbasket.

Between bites, Theodore’s voice softened as he talked about her mother—who had passed away seven years ago, but which felt like seven days to him—a camping trip he wanted to go on next summer, if he was well enough, and their cabin up north, perched on the shore of Lake Temagami, where he’d spent endless summers fishing and chasing fireflies.

“Someone needs to look after it,” he said, a hint of melancholy threading his words. “It’s more than timber and stone; it’s memory.”

Eve’s heart tightened. She could see the cabin’s weathered porch, the cracked paint, the lake’s still, mirror-like surface—each detail a relic of his youth. “Dad, selling now could spare you the upkeep and the tax burden before it turns into a write-off,” she urged, her tone gentle yet edged with the urgency of a seasoned operative planning a covert extraction.

Theodore shook his head, a stubborn grin breaking through. “Nostalgia isn’t a liability, Eve. That place is part of who I am.”

She smiled, respecting his resolve. They had discussed the cabin a number of times. Theodore wasn’t going to give up, and neither was Eve. But the timing wasn’t right. Not now, she told herself, then she placed a reassuring hand on her dad’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of it, Dad. Don’t worry about it. I’ll find someone to make sure it’s ready for winter.”

 

 

Eve kissed Theodore’s temple before leaving.

Walking back to the office, she called her sister, Linda. They talked briefly about law school, her upcoming exams, university life.

“I wired the tuition money this morning,” Eve said. “You’re all set for this term.”

“Thanks, Eve… you didn’t have to—”

“I know,” Eve interrupted. “I don’t have to; I want to. Don’t overthink it.”

“I will pay you back, every penny.”

“Never mind the money. Maybe I’ll need legal advice if I get in trouble.”

Linda giggled. “If? When is more likely.”

“Do you not want me to pay for your next term?” Eve said in a mock threat, then laughed at her sister.

She ended the call and shrugged. Family was messy, unpredictable, costly, but it was family.

 

 

Back at Stratus, Eve’s screen awaited. New alerts blinked: another fund moving on undervalued energy shares. She tapped commands. 

Micro-orders. 

Subtle nudges. A dance of perception. Every move calculated. Every micro-expression watched.

Another crisis averted.

Another client protected.

 

 

The bell snapped and Eve stepped forward, calm and ready as when the opening bell cracked that morning. The noise of the gym collapsed into clean lines and readable tells.

Kickboxing had never been about fitness for her. Her husband, Colton—or Cole as she and all his friends called him—an IT incident response analyst, had nudged her into it with a playful grin. “You dragged me to the symphonies and galleries; I trade you for the gun range and kickboxing,” he had said.

“Fair trade,” Eve had agreed.

“This isn’t a sport; it’s controlled violence,” Colton’s words echoed in her mind. “Find the opponent’s weakest spot. Hit him there; hit him again, and again, until it’s over.”

Eve had always been a quick study. Once her personal trainer had given her a system, a rule set, and measurable outcomes, Eve had fully embraced it. She had gone from learning how to wrap her knuckles with white tape to seal her fists, to throwing jabs, hooks, and uppercuts, to delivering low round-kicks and final throat snaps and short-range elbows.

Bruce, her trainer, didn’t like Eve’s gritty style, but it was all within the gym’s rule set. “This isn’t about fighting dirty,” Colton had said more than once. “This is about winning clean.”

Eve smiled as she glanced at her opponent. Viktor was about four inches taller and thirty pounds heavier than Eve, who stood at five foot seven and one hundred and thirty-five pounds. They’d sparred before, and Viktor had won both matches. Eve shook her head. Not this time.

He opened with a looping right cross, attempting to use his reach. Eve slipped the punch, stepping inside his lead leg with a light shuffle. A rapid jab-cross landed cleanly on his nose guard, forcing him to retreat. His size gave him momentum, but her footwork kept her out of his power zone.

Next, Viktor threw a heavy low kick. Anticipating it, Eve lifted her lead leg just enough to deflect the strike, then countered with a sharp front teep to his midsection. The teep pushed him back, breaking his rhythm. She followed with a quick 123—jab, cross, lead hook—that grazed his cheek guard.

Viktor gave her an evil look. “I’m going to crush you,” he shouted.

Eve invited him with a hand gesture. “Come and do it.”

Viktor shook his head and tried a powerful overhand that clipped Eve’s side protector. The hit landed, but the padding prevented serious damage. Eve ducked low, drove a quick knee into Victor’s thigh—still within the gym’s rules—and slipped in a short, upward thrust aimed at his throat. The protective throat guard limited contact, yet the shock disrupted his breathing pattern. Victor’s headgear rattled; his vision flickered.

With Victor’s rhythm shattered, Eve unleashed a rapid combination: jab, cross, lead hook, rear uppercut—all landing on exposed areas of his protective gear. The final uppercut connected with his chin guard, snapping his head back. 

Victor staggered, his balance compromised.

You’re done now!

Eve closed the distance, delivered a decisive front teep to his sternum protector, sending him backward onto the mat.

“It’s over, over!” the referee shouted, stepping in front of Eve. “Get back, back!” He gestured at her.

Eve stepped back and glanced at Bruce, standing near one of the corners of the ring. He nodded slowly at her and gave her a small smile. The only sign he was pleased with her. 

It was enough.

 

 

By evening, the city lights flickered against the glass towers. Eve’s apartment sat high enough to see Lake Ontario as a dark ribbon under a sky the color of worn steel. Her place was minimalist and orderly. Light wood, white walls, a single black-and-white print of a stage with curtains drawn—opera frozen into geometry. No clutter, no chaos.

She sat on her favorite couch by the window. Baci, their German Shepherd, sat quietly at her feet. About three months ago, Eve and Colton had adopted the K-9 veteran dog shortly after his retirement. His handler had wanted to keep him, but life had intervened; his wife had fallen sick. Baci needed structure and patience, and the man needed relief. 

Baci had settled into his new life as if this was simply his next assignment. Eve and Colton did everything they could to give him the best care possible. A vetted dog-sitter came in the mornings and afternoons, walking him on a set schedule when Eve couldn’t break away and when Colton was out of town, which happened more often than Eve liked.

Baci responded well to routine—measured walks, controlled play, quiet evenings at her feet. He wasn’t a pet in the sentimental sense; he was a presence. Alert without being anxious. Loyal without being needy.

Eve checked her messages. Nothing new from her dad or sister. Colton hadn’t called either. Before flying to Istanbul, Türkiye, last evening, he’d promised he’d call—just like every other trip out of the country. 9:00 p.m. sharp. Once or twice a month, no excuses.

He still has five minutes. He’ll call. He always does.

At 8:58 p.m., she checked her phone. 

At 8:59, she checked again. 

At 9:00 p.m. sharp, she expected the call.

It didn’t come.

Eve shrugged. Maybe his watch is running slow.

She stood up and looked out the window. Baci did the same, sniffing the air, as if sensing something wasn’t right.

Eve waited for the ring.

Silence.

The clock ticked past 9:01, 9:02. 

Still nothing.

She frowned, checked the phone. No call. No message.

She stared at the notification bar as if it might apologize. It didn’t.

She returned to the couch, and Baci sat again at her feet.

Her pulse was steady but rising. Their system had broken down. Something’s wrong. Something’s happened. I know it.

Eve dialed Colton’s number.

She waited for him to pick up, but he didn’t.

The phone rang and rang until it went to his voicemail.

She didn’t leave a message.

Maybe he’s sleeping. It was 5:00 a.m. in Istanbul. He should be up. Maybe his battery is dead. Or his phone doesn’t work. She shook her head. Cole wouldn’t let that happen, and he would have called me or emailed me to let me know.

She tried his other phone; the one Colton used only for emergencies.

Nothing.

She shook her head, trying to steady her racing heart.

This isn’t like him. What’s going on?

Colton didn’t travel the way normal people did. As an IT security specialist, availability wasn’t a habit—it was doctrine. Redundancy was standard protocol in everything. Two phones, always: one primary, one clean backup, different carriers, different encryptions. If one went dark, the other was already live. 

His laptop never left his side, hardened, patched, locked down to a level most governments would have envied. Power adapters for every grid. Portable battery packs were charged and tested before each flight. Hotel Wi-Fi was a last resort; he carried his own secure hotspot and trusted it more than the walls around him.

Being unreachable wasn’t an oversight. It was a failure. He’d drilled it into her over the years, half joking, half deadly serious. “If you can’t be contacted, you can’t control the situation.”

And Colton had never failed.

Until now.

She stared at the phone screen. The silence felt heavier than the hum of the refrigerator, and the empty line on the display seemed to echo the gap in her thoughts.

Eve emailed Colton, then sent him a text message, followed by another message on WhatsApp. She called him a few more times over the next hour.

Nothing but heartbreaking silence.

She paced the living room, slowly and deliberately, forcing her breathing under control. Baci lifted his head, his usual sparkle dulled to a confused, concerned gaze. A faint whine escaped his throat as if he could sense danger without understanding it. He nudged her ankle in a gentle, instinctive attempt to offer her comfort.

Eve smiled at him and patted his head. “Everything will be okay, Baci. Everything will be fine,” she spoke softly to him, but the words were meant for her. She drew in another deep breath, then typed a last message on her phone: Hi, honey. Not sure what’s going on, but I’m starting to worry. Call me as soon as you get this. Love you.

She slipped beneath the thin sheets, the mattress sighing under her restless weight as she tossed and turned for what felt like an endless hour. Her phone was face up on the nightstand, waiting for the call.

Eve’s gut instinct, which never lied, told her something had gone catastrophically wrong. She didn’t know what or how, but she was determined to find out what had happened to her husband. She felt this wasn’t just a missed call.

It was a disappearance.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​Chapter Two

 

 

Stratus Capital Partners Office

Toronto, Canada

 

Eve pressed the alarm button on her phone with a practiced thumb five minutes before it buzzed. The digital clock numbers glowed a tired 06:12. The sky outside the large window was still dark. She checked her messages.

No missed calls.

No messages.

Colton was still AWOL.

What has happened to him? Did he get into an accident and is in a coma? Did he get so sick that he can’t get to a phone?

She sighed and swung her legs over the side of the bed, feeling the cool maple hardwood under her bare feet. She padded to the bathroom and glanced in the mirror. The eyes of the woman glancing back were already rimmed with the faintest trace of sleeplessness.

Once she finished her morning routine, Baci was waiting for her outside her bedroom door. She put on a pair of jogging pants and a jacket and took him out for his quick morning walk in the fresh, crisp, dark morning.

While Baci meandered around the neighborhood, Eve’s mind replayed her last conversation with Colton a couple of hours before he headed to the airport. “There’s a situation at this branch office in Istanbul,” he had said, his tone steady but edged with a tinge of weariness. She hadn’t noticed it at the time, but now she realized it meant something. “They’re a multinational company with offices across Europe and the Middle East. It’s urgent; and they need me to fix it ASAP and advise on how to prevent it from happening again. Two, three days at the most.”

Yes, but can I wait two, three days without a word from you?

A delivery truck hissed in the distance. A couple of taxis shot down the street. The city was already alive.

A morbid thought crossed her mind, but Eve stifled it before it had fully formed. “Cole’s all right,” she whispered to herself. “He’s okay.”

Still, she checked the news. Nothing about a plane crash in Canada, Türkiye, or anywhere else in the world. Even so, she remembered Colton’s flight details and pulled them up on a new Internet tab. 

The flight had landed on time. No delays. No diversions.

She checked for accidents in Toronto and then Istanbul, but found nothing.

Next, she signed into their joint bank account. A small charge at the Istanbul Sabiha Gökçen International Airport. A bottle of water or snack. Then a taxi ride to the hotel, an international chain near the Bosphorus Strait. Full payment for two nights.

So apparently, he made it to the hotel. But did he?

Eve had seen enough spy movies and had read enough thrillers to know the front desk clerk wouldn’t confirm if a man by the name Colton Shepherd had checked in. So she called the hotel and simply asked to talk to Mr. Shepherd. The clerk connected her to his room.

Eve held her breath as the phone rang.

Once.

Twice.

Four times.

Then the line clicked, and the clerk said in her warm, professional tone, “I’m sorry, Mr. Shepherd is not answering. Would you like to leave a message?”

“Can someone check if he’s in his room?”

“I’m sorry, we can’t do that. But we can deliver a message…”

Eve frowned and shook her head. “Has he left a message for me?”

“What is your name?”

“Eve Shepherd. I’m his wife.”

“Let me check.”

The clerk took a few long seconds, then sighed as she came back on the line. “I’m sorry, Ms. Shepherd. No messages.”

“Okay, thanks.” Eve ended the call.

She had all the pieces she could think of, but they didn’t fit.

Too soon to call the police, she thought. This isn’t a missing person case. They’ll say he’s an adult and allowed to be out of contact. There was no evidence of foul play, distress, or immediate risk. Only a tight, unshakable feeling in her gut that told her this wasn’t nothing.

Back at the apartment, Eve fed Baci, and then got ready for the new day. She drank a cup of coffee and tasted only its bitterness; had a shower but didn’t feel relaxed—as she usually did—and dressed in a navy blazer, a crisp white blouse, and matching tailored pants. The only thing I know for sure is that Colton hasn’t made contact. Yet. Maybe he will, soon, she thought, trying to sound hopeful.

Ten minutes later, she met a friend for a quick breakfast at a trendy café halfway between her apartment and her office. Cindy was already there, at the end of the line, and waved at Eve as she entered the café. “Back here.”

Cindy was an old friend from their days at the University of Toronto. Eve had come up the hard way—U of T finance, a junior seat on a trading desk, and years earning trust one risk decision at a time. Cindy climbed higher and slower, the banking side rewarding patience over instinct. At thirty-three, Cindy was now a Director in Capital Markets, a title that carried weight without noise, authority earned through survival rather than brilliance.

Cindy said, “Did you not get any sleep last night?”

“Morning,” Eve said, trying to sound cheerful, but failing at it. “I tried.”

“What’s wrong?” Cindy frowned.

“I’ll tell you when we sit down.”

They chit-chatted about nothing in particular until it was their turn. 

Cindy’s blonde hair was dyed a controlled, professional shade and cut to sit neatly at her shoulders. She was a little shorter than Eve, average build, the softness of her frame balanced by posture and polish. She wore a fitted skirt and a tailored blouse under a structured blazer, the uniform of a banking director who understood optics as well as numbers. Low heels, understated jewelry, nothing accidental. She looked composed, credible, and expensive in a way that came from repetition, not effort.

They picked their breakfast sandwiches—something fast and functional they could finish in minutes—and coffees and sat at a table near the back. Eve kept her voice low despite the mid-morning hum of baristas and commuters and told Cindy about Colton not calling and what she had done to find the truth.

Cindy nodded. She hadn’t reacted the way most people would have. No sharp intake of breath. No immediate worst-case leap. That was why Eve trusted her. “And it has never happened before?”

“Never. Three years; same routine. We have a system that works, until it’s broken.”

Cindy stirred her latte, eyes softening. “He told you there was an emergency because of his unspecified incident. What if that situation blew up? Or he was pulled into follow-up meetings?”

“Non-stop meetings?”

“They lost track of time. Or they didn’t let him bring in his personal phone because of the sensitive nature of the incident.”

Eve shrugged. “He always finds a way to reach me. He always does.”

Cindy took a bite of her sandwich, letting Eve’s reply register in her mind. “What if he’s flying back? Maybe he finished earlier with his emergency and wants to surprise you? If he’s on the plane for ten, twelve, or fourteen hours, he can’t call you.”

Eve blinked, the corners of her mouth tightening into a hesitant smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She shifted on the chair, the wooden slats creaking beneath her weight, and tucked a stray strand of dark hair behind her ear. Her brow knitted just slightly as she considered Cindy’s words. “Maybe, but still, he could have sent a quick text before the plane took off. And nowadays you can buy Internet access and use your phone or laptop while flying.”

Cindy shrugged and said nothing.

“I just… I wish I could be sure he’s okay and not arrested or something like that.”

“Why would he be arrested? He didn’t go to Türkiye to do something illegal…”

“I don’t know; I just can’t think of something to explain his silence. He doesn’t drink when he’s working, so if they went to a meeting, he’d be the one driving. So if they drove a company car, and he got into an accident… The police would arrest him, and he wouldn’t be able to call me.”

Cindy shook her head. “I’m sure he’s fine, Eve. I don’t know what’s going on, but not knowing is killing you. But maybe he’ll call soon.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Eve said in a voice without conviction.

Within minutes, they headed to their respective offices.

Eve’s morning unfolded in the usual rhythm of her work. The trading floor demanded attention: market feeds, client requests, and strategy calls that left no room for lingering worry. Orders had to be precise, numbers exact, decisions immediate. She focused on what she could control, letting the rest sit in a distant corner of her mind.

The highlight of the morning came as a ring from Mr. Wright, an elderly client whose trust she had earned over years of careful maneuvering—and who had once let her turn a single trade into a crisp ten million in profit. His familiar, gravel-like voice was tinged with mischief and the expectation of a man not accustomed to people saying no to him. Once they’d finished discussing his investment portfolio, Mr. Wright said, “Eve, my dear, when will you accept a little gift from me? How about a week on my new yacht? I’ll fly you down here in the Caribbean any time. Just say the word.”

For a fleeting instant, she imagined the sun-drenched decks and the gentle roll of the waves. “I wish I could accept your generous offer, Mr. Wright,” she said, voice flat and tinged with regret. “I can’t even steal a day off, let alone a week.”

The older man’s chuckle was soft, almost paternal. “I understand, Eve. Another time, then.” The line clicked dead.

When the morning wrapped, Colton still hadn’t called. Eve didn’t know what to expect anymore, and she needed to clear her head. So she decided to walk to the Waterfront Trail—a fifteen-minute brisk walk from her office. The air was crisp, and it was as warm and sunny as the previous day.

Eve sat on a long wooden bench, the slats cool through her trench coat, and stared out at Lake Ontario as it rolled in low, steel-blue waves. Water taxis cut across the harbor. Joggers and cyclists streamed past on the boardwalk, purposeful, efficient. Nearby, office workers ate lunch from paper bags and plastic tubs balanced on their knees—jackets half-zipped, eyes flicking between the water and their phones, just like her.

Everything around her was bright, calm, peaceful.

She didn’t know at that moment, but soon, it was about to change.

Eve checked her phone one more time and sighed.

Nothing.

She shook her head and closed the lid of her glass container. She had barely touched her lunch, but she wasn’t hungry. She put it inside the lunch bag and zipped it.

Eve was getting ready to leave when someone called at her from behind, “Eve Shepherd?”

She hadn’t heard him approach, so her shoulders tightened before she turned. The man stood a few feet away, mid-forties, average build, dressed too neatly for someone just out for a walk. Gray jacket, beige pants. Clean shoes.

“I know Colton,” he said, as if that alone explained his presence. “He asked me to find you.”

Eve flinched at the mention of her husband’s name and didn’t answer immediately. He’s not a friend of Cole, otherwise he’d call him by that name.

The man had a foreign accent. It was
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