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A Maya Cross Mystery
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The man who called himself Aaron Fisk was thirty-four years old, worth forty-seven million dollars on paper, and so terrified he hadn't slept in three days.

I could see it in his hands first — the way they trembled around his espresso cup, rattling the saucer like a tiny earthquake. Then his eyes: dilated, darting, the kind of look you see in combat veterans and people who've been told they have six months to live. Finally, his voice: too fast, too loud, the desperate velocity of someone trying to outrun a scream.

"I'm being hunted," he said. "Someone wants me dead."

We were sitting in a private room at Ned Ludd, a farm-to-table restaurant on Northeast Killingsworth where the tables were made of reclaimed barn wood and the cocktails cost twenty-two dollars. Aaron had chosen it. Aaron was paying for my time at a thousand dollars an hour, which was double my usual rate and told me everything I needed to know about how scared he was.

"Define 'hunted,'" I said.

He pulled out his phone, swiped through photos, slid it across the table. "These came to my apartment over the last two weeks."

The photos were professionally shot — high contrast, cinematic lighting. The first showed Aaron through a telephoto lens, walking his dog in Laurelhurst Park. The second captured him through his own kitchen window, making coffee in his boxers. The third was the worst: a close-up of his bedroom at night, the infrared glow of a camera's autofocus illuminator showing him asleep beside his wife.

Someone had been inside his home. Someone had stood over his bed while he slept and taken a photograph.

"The police won't do anything," Aaron said. "They say there's no explicit threat. No note, no demands, no history of violence. They told me to install better locks and call back if someone actually tries to kill me."

"That sounds about right."

"My business partner — Natalie — she recommended you. She said you helped her uncle with a fraud case last year."

I nodded. Natalie's uncle had been Marcus Ashworth. The case had ended with Marcus in handcuffs and me holding a leather-bound ledger that promised to collect my sister's debt. That was six weeks ago. I'd been waiting ever since for The Ledger to tell me where to show up, what to pay, how to begin.

So far: silence.

"Aaron, I need you to be honest with me," I said. "Is there anyone who would want to hurt you? A business rival? An ex? Someone you crossed?"

He looked down at his hands. "I'm a tech founder. I've made enemies. Investors I disappointed. Employees I fired. Competitors I beat. But none of them would do this." He gestured at the photos. "This is personal. This is someone who wants me to know they can reach me anywhere."

"Who benefits if you die?"

"Natalie. We have a cross-insurance policy. If one of us dies, the other gets a payout large enough to buy out the deceased's shares from their estate. It's standard for co-founders."

"How large?"

"Eight million dollars."

I wrote it down. "Who else?"

"The company itself. We're in the middle of a Series B fundraising round. If I die, the round pauses. The valuation drops. Some of our investors have put in conditional commitments — they might be able to walk away without penalty if there's a material change in leadership."

"How many investors?"

"Seven. All institutional. All vetted."

"I'll need their names. And I'll need full access to your company's financials, your personal financials, and your communications for the last six months."

Aaron nodded. "Whatever you need. Just find out who's doing this."

I studied him for a long moment. He was handsome in a generic way — the kind of face that looks good on a LinkedIn profile and disappears in a crowd. His clothes were expensive but not flashy: raw denim, a watch I recognised as a vintage Omega, boots that had been artfully scuffed. He was trying to look like someone who hadn't grown up rich. Which meant he probably had.

"One more question," I said. "Why didn't you go to Natalie first? She's your partner. She's the one who recommended me, but you called me directly."

His hands stopped trembling. For just a second, his eyes went flat — the mask slipping.

"Because I don't know if I can trust her."
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Natalie Vance was everything Aaron Fisk was not: direct, sharp, and unapologetically wealthy. She met me at the company's headquarters the next morning — a converted warehouse in the Pearl District that smelled like new carpet and old money. The lobby featured a living wall of moss and ferns, a receptionist with a nose ring and perfect posture, and a brass plaque that read:

AMBERLINE THERAPEUTICS

Personalised Medicine. Radical Transparency.

"Natalie," she said, shaking my hand with a grip that could crack walnuts. "Aaron told me you'd be coming. I hope he wasn't too dramatic."

"He showed me photographs of someone standing over his bed while he slept. I'd say dramatic is appropriate."

She led me through an open-plan office filled with young people staring at screens. Everyone looked stressed. Everyone looked under-caffeinated. A whiteboard in the corner displayed a flowchart so complex it resembled a subway map designed by a schizophrenic.

"Aaron has always been paranoid," Natalie said as we walked. "It's what makes him good at his job. He sees threats everywhere. Most of the time, he's wrong. But when he's right, he's very right."

"You don't think the threats are real?"

"I think they're real to him. Whether someone is actually trying to kill him — that's what I'm paying you to determine."

We reached her office: glass walls, minimalist furniture, a view of the Willamette River. She closed the door and gestured for me to sit.

"Tell me about the company," I said.

"Amberline develops personalised cancer therapies. We use AI to analyse a patient's genetic profile and design targeted treatments that attack only malignant cells. No chemo. No radiation. No killing the patient to save them."

"That sounds expensive."

"It is. But it's also the future. We're three to five years from clinical trials. If we succeed, we save millions of lives and become one of the most valuable companies in the world."

"And if you fail?"

"We don't fail."

I liked her confidence. I also distrusted it. Confidence was often just fear wearing a good suit.

"Aaron says you'd receive eight million dollars if he dies."

Natalie didn't flinch. "That's correct. It's also standard. I'd get the same if I died. The policy exists to ensure continuity of ownership, not to incentivise murder."

"Has anyone else at the company threatened Aaron? Disgruntled employees? Exiting board members?"

"Aaron has fired seventeen people in the last two years. Any one of them might hold a grudge. But holding a grudge and sending death threats are different things." She paused. "There's something else. Something Aaron didn't tell you."

"I'm listening."

"Two weeks before the threats started, Aaron discovered that I was in talks with a potential acquirer. He felt betrayed — we'd always said we'd build the company together or sell it together. I was trying to protect our options. He saw it as a personal attack."

"You think he's faking the threats to frame you."

"I think it's possible. I also think it's possible someone else is doing it to drive a wedge between us. Either way, I need to know the truth."

I took out my notebook. "I'll need access to everything. Emails, Slack messages, financial records, security footage. And I'll need to interview your employees."

"You'll have it. But Maya —" She leaned forward, her voice dropping. "If you find out Aaron is behind this himself, I don't want you to tell him I suspected. I want you to gather the evidence quietly and let me handle it. We're in the middle of fundraising. A scandal could destroy us."

"Destroy the company, or destroy the cure?"

"Same thing. No company, no cure. No cure, millions of people die who didn't have to."

I looked at her. She looked back. In her eyes, I saw the same thing I'd seen in Celeste Ashworth-Hughes: the willingness to sacrifice truth for outcome. The belief that the ends justified the means.

"I don't work that way," I said. "I find the truth. What you do with it is your business. But I don't hide it."

Natalie smiled. It didn't reach her eyes. "Then we understand each other."

I stood to leave. As I reached the door, she added: "One more thing. Aaron doesn't know about the acquisition talks. I'd prefer to keep it that way."

"Then you shouldn't have told me."

I walked out into the open office. Somewhere, a phone was ringing. Somewhere else, a young scientist was probably saving a life. And somewhere in the shadows, a photographer was watching
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