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      As temporary office spaces went, Dana Sanderson had to admit this one wasn’t bad.

      Modern chairs, adjustable in every possible direction, covered in soft blue leather. A sleek rectangular conference room table that had plenty of room for those five chairs, but didn’t take up so much space no one could walk around it.

      A gleaming steel pitcher waited in the middle of the table, surrounded by tall, sturdy glasses that made Dana smile. They were exactly like the highball glasses in her favorite restaurant nearby, all the way down to the little dimples around the middle for better grip.

      More importantly, a side table held a carafe made of the same steel as the water pitcher, but filled with smooth, rich coffee. She’d already taken advantage of an orbital array of big blue mugs with every coffee condiment known to humanity tucked in around the edges.

      Perfect for a former code wrangler and IT geek who’d happily gotten used to working from home with a fabulous career change. Then occasionally had to show up for meetings earlier than she was used to and wrangle her sleepy brain.

      A wall of windows offered a second-floor view of a pleasant city park—with trees and flowers and even playground equipment—rather than an endless vista of mirrored building windows. Or worse, a cramped cubicle with no windows within fifty feet. One of the many advantages of being in tree-lined, residential Decatur rather than bustling downtown Atlanta or a soulless office park in the suburbs.

      Rather than dull, generic art, the other walls held vivid photos taken within a few miles of the office. In Decatur, that meant sprawling live oak trees, idyllic bike paths, and funky-cool shops and restaurants. Including Dana’s favorite pizza joint.

      All the satellite offices for the Gossalor Insurance Group maintained a meeting room every bit as nice as this one, with most of the same supplies and atmosphere. All over Atlanta, out into the distant suburbs, and dotted here and there around the Southeast.

      Each and every one of them available to Dana as Gossalor’s special investigator in the fraud department, specializing in cybercrime. She remained grateful (and a little bit surprised) on a daily basis for the still-unbelievable turn of events that rescued her out of the oblivion of endless code crunching and life in a dreary cube farm.

      Her younger self who worked so hard to put the bad old days of teenaged hacking in the past never would have imagined a day when those exact skills catapulted her into a job she loved. A job with a real future.

      That younger self would have been even more stunned to realize uncovering an extortion ring based on subliminal mind control disguised as self-help meditation would be the key to her new life.

      Even when this specific day in that new life started out with oversleeping: a rare and annoying feat for her despite her changeable schedule.

      Dana currently wished for a mirror to make sure her ornery brunette hair hadn’t corkscrewed itself into some sort of angular modern art display in the fierce August humidity. Her abrupt awakening meant she’d rushed out of the house without time to dry it.

      She figured her usual nice jeans, charcoal-gray jacket, and nerdy t-shirt would look fine. Especially with her habit of only buying clothes that would go together in a pinch.

      The roller coaster of jolting awake in a panic and careening out the door to get here by eight-thirty was bad enough. Getting stuck in hurry up and wait mode at going on...nine-fifteen was every bit as jarring as that instant panic when she opened her eyes.

      Dana had her phone out to call the main office when a woman opened the meeting room door. Her black-streaked-with-silver hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a lovely contrast to her dark skin. She reminded Dana of friends of hers from Spain.

      The woman wore a typical summer-weight law enforcement uniform of navy blue slacks and a lighter short-sleeved shirt. A lanyard badge around her neck identified her as working forensics for Cobb County, Georgia, to the northwest of where they sat.

      Like many of the forensics folks Dana encountered during her investigations, the woman carried an overall relaxed and happy air, as if she did something light and fun like blowing bubbles for kittens and puppies for a living.

      Dana had always wondered about that.

      “You’re the investigator?” the woman said. “From the fraud department? I’m Mira Cassoni.”

      “Yes ma’am, Dana Sanderson. The higher-ups usually send me out when a case comes along that doesn’t fit their expectations.”

      Mira let out a big laugh at odds with her delicate features as she put a sturdy brown briefcase on the table beside Dana.

      “If anyone had expectations for the bizarre things I’ve been seeing lately, it would be the woman we hauled into custody a few days ago on an unrelated charge. And she ain’t talking.”

      She leaned forward with her hands on the table before going on.

      “Listen, Dana, I know I was last-minute in getting in touch with you, then I left you hanging. I couldn’t even share the case files so you could get started on your review last night. I was waiting on the approval, which made me late. I’m sorry about that. I won’t take up any more of your time than I have to. But I do have to get a cup of coffee first.”

      It was Dana’s turn to laugh and hold up her own half-empty mug.

      “This is my second, and probably not my last for the day.”

      A quick minute later, Mira settled into the chair beside Dana, fragrant cup of pale, cloudy coffee in hand.

      “First things first. What brought you to my attention was partly the insurance policies our victim had. With Gossalor Insurance Group. You’re top-flight on cybercrime for sure. But more than that, word gets around about the weird cases you’ve solved for Gossalor. That murder by meditation thing, and the drug hypnosis ring down in Miami. You see things in a different way aside from the cybercrime, and that’s what I need here.”

      Dana wanted to protest. To say her best friend Andre had done most of the work on the first case, and good luck and a great detective had handled most of the second. But Andre himself would throw his signature epic side-eye her way if he heard her talking like that.

      Not taking credit for her own hard work and skills.

      Again.

      It was hard for her to admit more often than not, but he had a point about that.

      “Fair enough,” she said, hoping she wasn’t blushing. “This isn’t the first time someone’s told me my mind isn’t quite standard issue. Tell me what your case is about, and I’ll do my best.”

      Mira smiled, and Dana couldn’t help smiling back.

      “Okay, here’s what I’ve got. This one’s bugged me since we worked the scene this past week. Connie Belson. Her file would have landed on your desk soon, since she had a pretty big policy with Gossalor. Nothing strange about that part, at least not to my eyes. Got the policy about seven years ago when her niece was born, added another with the nephew a couple of years later. Right now, her brother is the beneficiary. He understands it’s for the kids.”

      Dana nodded. “So she wasn’t in the two-year contestability range, no problem there. But yeah, I would have been in on the investigation into the brother. Rotten business since beneficiaries are usually innocent, but part of the process. From the sound of it, you don’t expect him to be involved, either. So what bugged you about it?”

      “For one, the same thing that would have bugged your higher-ups once they got hold of this. A perfectly healthy young woman dropping dead for no good reason. The scene itself made my skin crawl. And, the way we connected this to a few other unusual deaths after hitting nothing but dead ends. The suspect I mentioned who isn’t talking, that we picked up a couple of days ago? She had videos at her place.”

      Mira opened the briefcase, revealing the usual collection of notebooks and papers and about three hundred pens, but it was all neatly organized. What disturbed Dana was the big electronic tablet Mira pulled out and laid flat on the table.

      “Hopefully not videos you’re getting ready to show me.”

      Mira flashed a half-smile.

      “Not into the weird stuff? Don’t worry, this isn’t our suspect’s footage. This is from the forensics walkthrough on Connie Belson. The suspect’s footage showed Ms. Belson walking into her own bedroom and hitting the floor. Seeing an unsolved murder play out was bad enough. What made it a hell of a lot worse was seeing almost the same scene play out in videos from five other houses. Two women and three men.”

      “Can you tell me what you picked up the suspect for?”

      Mira activated the tablet, bringing up a full-color replica of the badge she wore.

      “Sure. Our suspect had several bank accounts that weren’t nearly as well-buried as she thought. Six to be exact. I wasn’t on the forensics team for that one, but they brought me in when they saw Ms. Belson on the video. The strange thing is every person died the same way. Most at home, a couple in their cars. They pretty much took a breath and checked out.”

      Dana frowned. “That’s awful, but I’m not sure I understand. I’m the one you’d call in to find those bank accounts most of the time, no matter how well they’re buried. Or like I said earlier, to make sure the beneficiaries don’t have something shady going on that we should know about. I’m not trained in murder investigations or forensics. And you think you’ve got your criminal already.”

      Mira took a long drink of her coffee, staring out over the trees outside before she focused on Dana again.

      “We’ve got the suspect, sure. Sitting in lockup, smug as hell, and not saying a word. What we need from you, Dana, is how on earth she did it.”

      Dana drew back, blinking. “Me? I’m just an insurance investigator. This is your field, not mine. Surely the GBI has people on this.”

      “They do. And they’re coming up empty so far. Some of these cases are months old. They’re afraid as much as we are that this woman had a longer list of people she was paid to knock off. And you’re right. Someone will probably find it sooner or later. Eventually.”

      Mira took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a few seconds.

      “They’ll probably find it,” she said, “but until then, people will be walking around with no idea what’s waiting for them at home, in their cars, maybe at work. Who knows? Even if we find the list, we still might not be able to protect them. Hell, they may not all be single like Ms. Belson, either. I’m wondering what would happen if someone else had walked into that bedroom instead. Like maybe if her niece or nephew had.”

      Dana stared at the image of Mira’s badge on the tablet, pursing her lips. She had dug into impossible cases more than once, caught things no one else had seen. Found things bad people thought would never be found.

      The one time in her life that her childhood skills as a hacker actually did somebody good.

      Mira leaned closer and spoke in a low voice.

      “Listen, Dana, I know I’m throwing a lot at you. But people here at Gossalor recommend you highly, and everyone I’ve talked to in law enforcement agrees. I need someone with a non-standard mind on this one. Someone who makes the strange connections, and the sooner the better. At least take a look, huh?”

      Dana held her breath for several seconds, then let it out in a rush.

      “All right. I’ll do my best. Show me what spooked you when you worked the scene at Ms. Belson’s house.”

      Mira nodded and activated the tablet. She brought up a video, labeled with the address, date, and case number. Then the exterior of a typical suburban house, fairly new development. White siding, black fake shutters, two stories with an attached garage.

      “The whole place was eerie,” Mira said as the camera entered the house. “Looks like a model home for one thing. You know, the ones they decorate straight off the shelf for people to tour? They end up looking more like a hotel lobby than where someone would actually live.”

      The images on the screen were exactly that.

      Beige walls in each room, except for one shocking “accent wall” in each. A bold primary color that only pointed out how dull everything else was. Matching tan couches and chairs, shelves and end tables that held bland trinkets, arrangements of candles in neutral colors, and not much else. Even the kitchen was oddly devoid of evidence that anyone lived there, with spotless gray granite countertops, an empty
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