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For everyone who reads the last page first —
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DAY ONE

Chapter 1  ~  The Widow's Visit

Mara Voss had not worn a blazer in three years, and it showed. The shoulders sat wrong. The sleeves stopped half an inch short of where they used to, as if the person who'd bought it had been someone slightly larger, slightly more sure of the room she was about to walk into. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror turning sideways, then straight again, and finally gave up trying to make the jacket fit the woman she used to be.

Three years ago she had owned five of these, rotated on a dry-cleaning schedule, worn to depositions and boardrooms and the kind of client dinners where a forensic accountant was invited because the firm liked to be able to say, if it ever came to that, that due diligence had been done. Now she owned one, bought secondhand from a consignment shop on Capitol Hill for eleven dollars, because some stubborn, humiliated part of her still believed that a day might come when she'd need to look like herself again.

She told herself, buttoning it, that today didn't matter. Renata Cho hadn't asked her to look like a professional. Renata Cho had asked her to come at all, which was a stranger thing to be asked, considering the last time the two of them had occupied the same room, Mara had been escorted out of a King County courtroom by a bailiff who'd had the decency to apologize for having to do it.

The knock came at nine sharp, three efficient raps, the knock of someone who did not like to be kept waiting and had trained herself, over many years of business, not to show it. Mara had half expected a car service, a driver in the hallway holding a little sign with her name spelled wrong. Instead Renata Cho stood alone outside the apartment door in a coat too warm for a Seattle June, holding a leather folio against her chest the way a person holds something that might try to get away from her.

“You look surprised,” Renata said.

“I expected you to send someone.”

“I don't have anyone left I trust to send.” Renata's eyes moved once around the studio apartment — the milk-crate bookshelf, the folding chair pulled up to a card table, the window unit rattling gamely against the June heat — and did not linger with pity, which Mara appreciated more than she could have said out loud. “May I come in.”

It wasn't a question. Mara stepped back and let her.
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Renata set the folio on the card table and did not open it right away. Up close, she looked like a woman who had learned to grieve efficiently, the way some people learn to pack a suitcase for a trip they take too often — folded, contained, ready to be picked up and carried without spilling. Elias had been dead eleven days. There had been a service at a church on Queen Anne that Mara had read about online, three hundred mourners, a eulogy delivered by a business partner whose grief had sounded, in the local paper's excerpt, uncomfortably rehearsed. There had been a company statement about a beloved founder and a tragic loss, the kind of sentence that could mean anything and therefore meant nothing at all.

“Coffee?” Mara asked, because it seemed like the kind of thing a person was supposed to offer, even from a kitchen that consisted of a hot plate and a single mismatched mug.

“No. Thank you.” Renata sat, straight-backed, on the folding chair, and looked at Mara for a long moment before she spoke again. “They're calling it a suicide.”

“I read that.”

“I don't believe it.”

Mara had spent three years training herself not to react to sentences like that one, because reacting to sentences like that one was how she'd ended up disbarred from her own profession — stripped of her CPA license and her good name in every filing cabinet in King County, all for trusting a set of numbers that turned out to have been arranged, with terrible patience, by someone smarter than she'd been. She kept her face still, the way she'd learned to. “Grief does that sometimes. Makes the shape of a thing feel wrong even when it isn't.”

“Don't do that,” Renata said, not unkindly, though something flashed behind her eyes that might have been the beginning of anger. “Don't manage me. I've had eleven days of people managing me — the police, the board, my own sister. You're the only person in this city with the exact skill set to actually check, instead of just soothe. I am not asking you to believe me. I'm asking you to look at what's in that folio and tell me, professionally, whether I'm insane.”

Mara looked at the folio a moment longer, then reached out and opened it.
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Inside were four things, laid in careful order, the order of a woman who had rehearsed this moment more than once in an empty house: a printed email chain; three pages of handwritten notes in Elias Cho's cramped, left-leaning script; a photocopy of a police incident report with half its pages missing, redacted or simply never released; and a single sheet of Cho Consulting letterhead, unsigned, stating that upon Elias Cho's death, all internal financial records would transfer to the board for a mandatory six-day audit period before final dissolution of any disputed accounts.

“Six days,” Mara said, half to herself.

“The board votes to dissolve the firm on the seventh day after his death. Standard procedure, apparently, for a founder-led company without a named successor. Everything gets audited, then shredded, then the proceeds get divided among the surviving partners, and I get a very generous, very final buyout offer that I am strongly encouraged to accept before the funeral flowers have finished wilting.” Renata's voice did not shake, which somehow made it worse to listen to. “Elias was three weeks into an internal audit when he died. His own money. His own company, the one he built from a card table not unlike this one, twenty-two years ago. He told me, two nights before it happened, that he'd found something that was going to ‘end someone's career.’ Those were his exact words. I remember them because he almost never talked about work at home, and that night he couldn't stop. Then he was dead, and the police found a suicide note on his laptop that reads like it was written by a stranger wearing his name.”

“Why me?” Mara asked again, because the question mattered more than any of the papers on the table. “There are forensic accountants in this city who still have a license. Who'd actually be admissible if this ever needed to go anywhere.”

“Because you're the only one I know who was framed exactly the way Elias would have recognized as elegant.” Renata's gaze didn't waver. “He followed your case, years ago, before either of us had any idea our lives would cross this way. He told me once that you'd been set up by someone who understood the audit trail better than the auditors ever did — someone patient enough to make the fraud look like your signature, not theirs. He respected that, even as it ruined you. He said most people who get framed get framed sloppily. You got framed by an artist.”

Something in Mara's chest went very still, the old wound waking up the way it always did when someone touched it without warning. “That's not exactly a compliment.”

“It's the only reason I'm sitting on a folding chair in a studio apartment instead of hiring a private investigator with a nicer office,” Renata said. “Finish his audit. Find what he found. I will personally see to it that the board reopens your case with the state licensing authority the moment you hand me proof of what actually happened to my husband. You have six days before they shred the records that would prove it. After that, there's nothing left to find, and I spend the rest of my life not knowing.”

Mara looked at the unsigned letterhead for a long time. Six days to solve what should have taken six weeks, in a building full of people who had every reason to want her to fail, on behalf of a woman she had no particular reason to trust, in exchange for a life she had told herself, most nights, that she no longer wanted back.

She thought about the blazer with the wrong shoulders. She thought about eleven dollars at a consignment shop and three years of temp jobs that ended the moment a background check came back. She thought, finally, about a man she had never met writing the word artist about the worst thing that had ever happened to her, and finding in it something worth respecting instead of something to pity.

“I'll need full system access,” she said. “Everything. Financial records, physical files, staff interviews, security logs. And I'll need you to understand that if I find what you're afraid I'll find, I am not going to soften it for you. Not the numbers, and not what they mean about the people in that building.”

“I'm not afraid of what you'll find,” Renata said, and for the first time her composure slipped, just at the edges, just enough that Mara saw the exhausted, frightened woman underneath the folded, efficient grief. “I'm afraid of who's still in that building, walking around like nothing happened, while my husband is in the ground.”

DAY ONE

Chapter 2  ~  Building Access

Cho Consulting occupied the top four floors of a glass tower on Second Avenue, the kind of building that made a point of looking unremarkable from the outside so that the money inside could stay a pleasant surprise. Mara had walked past it a hundred times since her disbarment, on her way to























































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
A MYSTERY NOVELLA

SOME CALL IT
SUICIDE

SHE CALLS IT #l ; N >
MURDER, ! ; 7 f AR \

2 8.8 .8 &
" a®! . "AGRIPPING, SMART,

Y5 AND RELENTLESS
A, Gt MYSTERY THRILLER."
READERS" FAVORITE

\

4y - ACCESS e
4

\9 m""""“"fnsvmm
<_~; e
125000
o

Froey

* DANGEROUS -
%MISSIDN

NOX,'EVERHART






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





