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​Chapter One - The Worst Person for the Job
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The lodge was smaller than the listing had suggested. Nate stood in the gravel driveway with his bag at his feet and looked at it for a moment before going in, the way you look at a thing before committing to it, measuring it against what you expected and finding the gap. Log siding gone grey with weather. A covered porch running the width of the front. Two dormers above, curtains drawn. The kind of place that rented by the week to families in summer and sat empty in April, smelling of other people's fires.

He had driven four hours from Portland. He had not stopped except once, for gas, and he had not turned on the radio.

The door was unlocked.

He pushed it open with one hand and stepped into a narrow entry hall, stamped the mountain mud from his boots against the mat, and heard, before he saw anything, the particular sound of a coffee machine finishing its cycle. The kitchen was to the left. The kitchen had a window above the sink that looked out onto a back porch and a slope of pine forest, and standing in front of that window, holding a mug in both hands and looking out at the trees, was Cade Orin.

He did not turn around. Nate was certain he knew someone had come in.

The moment lasted about three seconds, which was long enough for Nate to catalog the following: that Cade was taller than he remembered, or that the memory had compressed him somehow. That he was wearing a grey thermal that had seen better years. That his hair had gone further into silver at the temples than the last photographs, which were three years old and had been courtroom images, artificially stripped of everything that made a person look like a person. That Nate's own hands were entirely steady.

Cade turned.

He looked at Nate the way you look at a weather report that has confirmed what you already suspected. No surprise. No hostility. A kind of flat, assessing recognition that did not offer anything and did not ask for anything. His eyes were dark and they made contact without rushing it.

"Coffee's done," he said. He did not say welcome. He did not say anything that would have required either of them to acknowledge what was not being said.

"I see that," Nate said.

He set his bag down near the entry. He did not move toward the kitchen. He was aware of the specific spatial geometry of the room, the distance between where he was standing and where Cade was standing, which was approximately twelve feet, and he was aware that twelve feet was not enough and that he was going to have to stop being aware of it.

He had known Cade Orin's name for six years. He had spent eight months inside the financial architecture of the company Cade had built, tracing the load-bearing structures and finding the ones that had been quietly removed. He had submitted a report with his name on it and watched the industry process the findings and then process him, and what he had expected, somewhere in the three years since, was that the prospect of being in the same room would feel manageable. That the work of having thought about it would be sufficient preparation. He was finding out, standing in the entry hall of a badly heated mountain lodge with his bag at his feet, that he had prepared for the wrong version of this.

He had prepared for the version where Cade Orin did not look like a man who had already decided none of it mattered.

He went and found a mug in the cabinet above the machine.

The lodge's interior resolved into itself as his eyes adjusted: a main room with a long table already spread with Cade's papers, a laptop, a legal pad with handwriting Nate did not look at closely enough to read. A smaller side room visible through a half-open door that would be a second sleeping room. A bathroom at the end of the hall. The ceilings were low enough that Cade would have to mind himself in the doorframes, and there was a generator unit mounted on the far wall that cycled with a low, diesel hum, and the heating was the baseboard kind that worked in theory. One shared kitchen. A back door.

Nate poured his coffee. He could feel Cade behind him, not moving, not leaving, just occupying the space in the way Nate had read about and subsequently tried to discount, which was the way a person occupied a space when the space understood them to be the default.

"What time did you arrive," Nate said. It was not quite a question.

"Yesterday."

Nate turned with his mug and looked at him directly for the first time. "The audit doesn't start until this morning."

"I'm aware."

"The agreement was that all parties would arrive Day One."

Cade considered this for a moment, in the way of someone giving a response more courtesy than it required. "The road was clear. I didn't see the point in waiting."

Nate did not press it. The point was not the road. The point was that Cade had arrived first, and had had a night in this space alone, and had set his papers out on the main table in an arrangement that said, without saying it, that the table was his primary workspace, and that this was now a fact they were both going to work around. Nate looked at the table, and at the papers, and at the legal pad, and he picked up his bag and went to find his room.

It was the one on the left. It had a window that looked out onto the driveway and the road below, which meant it was the smaller of the two and the colder and the one farthest from the kitchen, and he put his bag on the bed and sat down on it and looked at the opposite wall for approximately thirty seconds. The wall was pine paneling. It had a framed photograph of a mountain lake, slightly crooked. He did not straighten it.

He unpacked. He set up his laptop on the desk under the window and plugged in the external drive and opened the preliminary file structure, which he had built over the two weeks before the assignment and which was, even at this stage, more organized than most final reports he had seen. Forensic accounting was architecture. You built your frame before you built your walls. You knew where the load was going before you put anything up. He had done this job, or versions of this job, for eleven years. He knew how to do it.

He heard the back door open and close. Cade had gone outside.

Nate pulled up the primary document set for the Meridian Capital audit and began his preliminary review checklist, and the generator cycled, and somewhere outside a wind moved through the pines, and the morning got started.

Idris Mwale arrived at nine-seventeen. Nate heard the car before he saw it, a rental from the sound of the engine, pulling too carefully up the gravel as if the driver was uncertain about the grade. He came to the entry with his bag in one hand and a manila folder in the other and he stood in the open doorway for a moment, taking in the room, and then he said, in a tone of professional good cheer that had clearly been prepared for worse, "Good morning. I wasn't sure I had the right place. The GPS dropped out on the last stretch."

"It'll do that," Nate said. "Come in."

Idris Mwale was twenty-nine, Kenyan-British, with the particular bearing of someone who had learned to move carefully through spaces where he was not expected by being impossible to dismiss. He was the junior compliance officer assigned to facilitate the audit, which in practice meant he would sit in on sessions, maintain the procedural record, and ensure the formal review checklist was observed. He was, from everything Nate had been able to determine from a single prior email exchange, genuinely competent at his job. He stepped inside, set his bag by the door, and looked around the lodge with the assessing eye of someone who had done fieldwork in less comfortable places.

"Is Mr. Orin here?"

"He is."

Idris absorbed this with a nod that was slightly too neutral to be entirely natural. He had done his reading. They all had.

Cade came in from the back porch at nine-twenty-five, with the flask he carried clipped to the outside pocket of his jacket and pine needles on the sleeve of the grey thermal. He stopped in the kitchen doorway, looked at Idris, and extended his hand. "Cade Orin."

"Idris Mwale, compliance." They shook. "Thank you for being available this week."

Cade's expression did not change in any visible way. "Available is one word."

The silence that followed was the kind that has weight. Idris filled it the way Nate suspected he had filled a lot of silences in his career, which was by producing documentation from the manila folder and describing the day's schedule in clear and practical terms: preliminary review session from ten to one, a break, documentation intake from two to four, end-of-day summary. Very straightforward. Nate watched Cade while Idris spoke. Cade was watching Idris with the quality of attention he had used when he walked into the kitchen, which was the quality of attention of someone reading a room for information content and not for social obligation.

They found, for a moment, all three of them standing in the kitchen of a mountain lodge on a Tuesday morning in April, with the generator cycling and the coffee growing cold in their mugs, something close to a workable arrangement. Not comfortable. Not hostile. The specific, provisional equilibrium of people who have a job to do and have decided that the job is sufficient common ground.

Nate went back to his room and opened his preliminary notes and looked at the ceiling for a while.

He had prepared the wrong version of this. The version he had prepared was the one where Cade Orin, confronted with the analyst who had exposed him, was defensive or hostile or carefully evasive in the way of someone with specific things to protect. He had prepared for friction. He had
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