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​CHAPTER 1: BY THE NUMBERS
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Numbers don't lie. People do.

I repeated this mantra as I arranged my pens in perfect alignment on my desk. Black, blue, red, green—a rainbow of accountability. My spreadsheets glowed on the monitor, columns of figures marching in orderly rows like good little soldiers.

The coffee shop chain's financials were a mess. Not the obvious kind—no, that would be too convenient. The Daily Grind's books presented a masterclass in subtle deception: inventory that didn't quite match sales, supplier invoices with just-plausible-enough inconsistencies, and cash deposits that appeared legitimate unless you tracked the patterns over months.

Someone was laundering money through coffee beans and overpriced pastries. How original.

I leaned back in my ergonomic chair, stretching my neck until it cracked. My apartment—all clean lines and minimalist décor—reflected back the person I'd crafted myself to be: Celia Preston, forensic accountant extraordinaire, finder of financial fraud, woman who absolutely has her life together.

My gaze drifted to the single framed photo on my desk. Mom, before cancer took her six months later. She'd taught me that integrity matters. That some things are still black and white in a world determined to exist in shades of gray.

The clock read 10:42 PM. Another late night in a parade of late nights. My social calendar remained pristinely empty, save for my coffee with Diane on Saturday—assuming I didn't cancel again.

My phone buzzed with a calendar alert: "Meeting with Daily Grind executives - 9:00 AM."

Perfect. Time to meet the people behind these creative numbers.

—-
[image: ]


THE DAILY GRIND'S CORPORATE headquarters occupied the top floor of a gleaming downtown high-rise—all glass and steel and self-importance. The receptionist, whose smile never quite reached her eyes, led me to a conference room where three men in expensive suits waited.

"Ms. Preston, welcome." The oldest of the three extended his hand. "Thomas Blackwell, CEO. These are my colleagues, Jason Holt, CFO, and Marcus Devlin, our regional manager."

I shook each hand firmly, noting how Holt's palm felt clammy against mine. Nervous, perhaps? Interesting.

"Thank you for agreeing to this audit," Blackwell continued, gesturing for me to sit. "As I mentioned on the phone, we're preparing for potential expansion, and we need everything in perfect order for our investors."

"Of course." I removed my laptop from my bag, arranging it precisely in front of me. "I've reviewed your preliminary financials. I'll need access to your complete records going back three years."

Holt shifted in his seat. "Three years? I thought we discussed the past fiscal year."

"A comprehensive audit requires historical context." I smiled politely while thinking, Nice try, sweaty palms. "Patterns rarely emerge in isolation."

"Whatever you need," Blackwell said smoothly, though I caught the quick glance he exchanged with Holt.

The third man, Devlin, had remained silent, watching me with unnerving intensity. Unlike his colleagues, he appeared perfectly relaxed, one leg crossed casually over the other. Dark hair with distinguished touches of silver at the temples framed a face that probably charmed investors and employees alike.

"Mr. Devlin oversees all regional operations," Blackwell explained, noticing my attention. "He'll be your primary contact during this process."

Devlin finally spoke, his voice carrying a slight accent I couldn't immediately place. "I look forward to working with you, Ms. Preston. I've prepared a list of all our locations and relevant personnel. I've also set aside an office here for your use."

I nodded, accepting the folder he slid across the table. "I prefer to work directly at various locations. It provides better insight into actual operations."

Something flickered across Devlin's expression—so brief I might have imagined it. "Of course. Though some of our shops are quite busy. I wouldn't want you to be... distracted."

"I find noise quite conducive to concentration, actually." The lie slipped out easily. In truth, I preferred silence, but something about his reluctance triggered my suspicion. "I'll start with your highest-volume location tomorrow."

"North Lake Street?" Devlin's smile remained in place, but his knuckles whitened slightly against the dark table. "It's our flagship store, but perhaps the downtown location would be more appropriate for your purposes. The manager there has been with us longest."

I matched his smile with practiced precision. "North Lake Street will be perfect. I like to begin where the most money flows."

The meeting continued with logistics and pleasantries, but my focus remained on Devlin. Unlike Holt's obvious discomfort, Devlin's controlled reactions suggested something more calculated. He wasn't afraid—he was redirecting. The question was: from what?

—-
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BACK IN MY APARTMENT that evening, I spread the Daily Grind files across my dining table—a sleek glass surface that doubled as my secondary workspace. The company operated twelve locations across the city, with North Lake Street consistently showing the highest revenue.

I pulled up the store's daily transaction logs, comparing them with inventory reports. Coffee shops operated on predictable patterns: morning rushes, afternoon lulls, weekend variations. But North Lake Street showed unusual spikes in cash transactions during typically slow periods, particularly Tuesday and Thursday evenings.

My fingers tapped against the glass as I considered my approach. The financial discrepancies were subtle but significant—approximately $12,000 weekly across all locations, with North Lake Street accounting for nearly half. Over a year, that meant millions potentially being laundered through coffee and pastry sales.

I pushed back from the table and walked to my kitchen, pouring a glass of water from a filtered pitcher. My apartment felt particularly empty tonight, the silence broken only by the hum of my refrigerator. Fifteen years building my reputation as an uncompromising forensic accountant, and what did I have to show for it? A spotless credit score, a healthy retirement account, and dinner alone. Again.

But also a purpose, I reminded myself. I found truth in numbers when people tried to hide it. That mattered.

My phone rang—an unknown number.

"Celia Preston speaking."

"Ms. Preston." Marcus Devlin's voice flowed through the speaker. "I hope I'm not disturbing your evening."

I glanced at my dining table covered in his company's financial documents. "Not at all. How can I help you?"

"I wanted to personally ensure you have everything you need for tomorrow." His tone was warm, professional. "And to apologize if I seemed hesitant about North Lake Street. It's our busiest location, and I'm protective of our staff's workflow."

"I understand. I'll be as unobtrusive as possible."

"I appreciate that." A brief pause. "May I ask what specifically caught your attention in our financials?"

My guard immediately went up. "Just standard audit procedure, Mr. Devlin. I always start with the highest-volume location."

"Of course." Another pause. "Well, I won't keep you. Enjoy your evening, Ms. Preston."

The call ended, and I stared at my phone. The question seemed innocent enough, but combined with his behavior in the meeting, it raised my suspicions further.

I returned to my dining table, examining the organizational chart in Devlin's folder. He had direct oversight of all store managers, inventory procurement, and financial reporting for the regions. If money was being laundered through The Daily Grind, Marcus Devlin would almost certainly be involved.

I closed the folder and looked out my window at the city lights below. Tomorrow, I'd see for myself what happened at North Lake Street—and why Marcus Devlin seemed so concerned about my presence there.

For now, I needed sleep. I carefully returned the documents to their folders, aligning their edges with mathematical precision before placing them in my briefcase.

Numbers don't lie. And tomorrow, I'd begin uncovering the truth behind The Daily Grind's.
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​CHAPTER 2: BREWING SUSPICIONS
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Apparently, The Daily Grind specialized in both coffee and stonewalling.

I sat in my temporary office at their corporate headquarters, staring at the pile of incomplete reports Marcus Devlin had provided. Three days into my audit, and I'd encountered more creative excuses than actual documentation.

"Our inventory tracking system updated last quarter, so there might be some inconsistencies."

"That supplier changed their invoice numbering format twice last year."

"We had a new manager at that location who wasn't familiar with our cash handling procedures."

All delivered with Devlin's perfect smile and reasonable tone that somehow made me feel unreasonable for pushing further.

I rubbed my temples, fighting a headache. The numbers on my screen blurred slightly as I scrolled through another batch of transaction records. The pattern was becoming clearer with each day: small but consistent discrepancies in inventory versus sales, primarily in high-volume items like their signature dark roast and seasonal pastries. Perfect vehicles for inflating sales figures.

My phone buzzed with a text from Devlin: Meeting running long. Will bring those vendor contracts by end of day.

End of day meaning after I'd leave, of course. How convenient.

I reached for my coffee—ironically from The Daily Grind's North Lake Street location—and grimaced at its lukewarm bitterness. Even their coffee was hiding something.

The shop itself had been a study in controlled chaos when I visited yesterday. The morning rush had featured a line out the door, three baristas moving with practiced efficiency, and a manager who watched me with poorly disguised concern when I asked to observe their point-of-sale procedures.

"Our system automatically tracks inventory against sales," he'd explained, hovering as I noted the process.

"And cash transactions?"

"Reconciled daily by the closing manager and verified weekly by regional management."

All textbook answers that matched nothing in their actual financial records.

I closed my laptop with more force than necessary. This approach wasn't working. They were feeding me sanitized information while I needed to see what happened behind the counter, particularly during those suspicious Tuesday and Thursday evening spikes.

A knock interrupted my thoughts.

"Ms. Preston?" The receptionist peeked in. "Mr. Devlin asked me to remind you about the investor meeting tomorrow. They'll need the conference room, so you'll have to work remotely."

Another delay tactic. I forced a smile. "Thank you. I'll clear out by end of day."

After she left, I pulled up the Daily Grind's employment website on my phone. They were perpetually hiring baristas—high turnover being typical in food service. The North Lake Street location specifically needed evening shift coverage.

My finger hovered over the application link as I considered the professional ethics. Undercover work wasn't standard for financial audits, but then, nothing about this audit had been standard. If I disclosed my identity, I'd never see what they were hiding. If I didn't...

I thought of my father's voice: "Integrity matters most when it's inconvenient, Celia."

But so did truth. And sometimes finding truth required unconventional methods.

I clicked the link and began crafting my alter ego.

—-
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MY APARTMENT TRANSFORMED into a makeshift disguise workshop that evening. I stood before my bathroom mirror, hardly recognizing myself.

Gone were my tailored blazers and carefully styled professional bun. Instead, a woman with loose, curly hair, minimal makeup, and casual clothes stared back at me. I'd dug out contacts to replace my usual glasses and found a five-year-old Stanford sweatshirt in the back of my closet.

"Celia Martin," I practiced, using my mother's maiden name. "Twenty-nine, former administrative assistant, looking for flexible hours while I figure out my next career move."

The resumé I'd created contained just enough truth to withstand basic scrutiny: My undergraduate degree in business (omitting the master's in accounting), administrative experience (reclassifying my early career financial work), and customer service skills (technically, clients were customers).

Was this illegal? Possibly a gray area. Was it necessary? Absolutely.

I practiced a smile that looked less precise and more approachable than my professional one. The kind that said "reliable barista" rather than "woman who can find your financial fraud."

My phone chimed with an email notification. The Daily Grind's hiring manager wanted to interview me tomorrow.

Perfect timing, considering I'd conveniently be "working remotely" anyway.

—-
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"PREVIOUS FOOD SERVICE experience?" The hiring manager—Tessa according to her name tag—glanced up from my resumé.

"Not professionally," I admitted with a carefully practiced laugh. "But I was the designated coffee maker at my last office. They said I was the only one who could make it strong enough."

Tessa smiled politely. We sat at a corner table of the North Lake Street location during mid-afternoon lull. The shop hummed with the white noise of espresso machines, ambient music, and muted conversations.

"We're particularly looking for evening coverage, Tuesday through Saturday. Would that work with your schedule?"

Tuesday and Thursday evenings—exactly when those suspicious transaction spikes occurred. "That would be perfect, actually."

"The position starts at fifteen dollars an hour plus tips. Training is three days, usually mornings with our shift leader." She glanced at her notes. "Any questions for me?"

I adjusted my posture to appear eager rather than calculating. "What's the team like here? I'm hoping to find somewhere with a good environment."

"We're like family," Tessa said automatically, then seemed to reconsider. "Well, most of us. There's always some turnover in this business, but our core team has been together a while. Cathy's been our shift leader for almost three years—she'll be training you."

"And the management structure? Who would I report to directly?"

"Cathy for day-to-day. Our store manager, Rick, handles scheduling and operations. He reports to regional management." She didn't mention Devlin specifically, which was interesting.

"Sounds great. When would you need me to start?"

Tessa checked her calendar. "Can you begin training tomorrow morning at six?"

I nodded, ignoring the voice in my head calculating how little sleep that would allow after my evening audit work. "Looking forward to it."

As we wrapped up, the front door chimed. Marcus Devlin walked in, immaculate in a charcoal suit. My heart stuttered as our eyes briefly met. I quickly looked down, adjusting my curls to partially shield my face.

"Mr. Devlin," Tessa called, standing. "I didn't know you were stopping by today."

"Just checking in on a few things." His voice carried that same controlled pleasantness I remembered. "Who's this?"

I stood, extending my hand before Tessa could introduce me. "Celia Martin. Just interviewing for the evening barista position."

His handshake was firm, his gaze assessing. "Welcome to The Daily Grind family. I'm sure you'll find it's a... stimulating environment."

"I'm looking forward to it." I maintained eye contact just long enough to seem confident but not enough to be memorable.

"Tessa, could I speak with you about the quarterly projections?" Devlin asked, effectively dismissing me.

I gathered my purse, thanking Tessa for the interview, and left with measured steps. Only when I was safely around the corner did I exhale fully.

He hadn't recognized me. The disguise had worked. But that brief interaction reinforced my suspicions—Devlin personally checked on this location, despite having eleven others under his supervision. This store mattered to him.

And soon, I'd discover why.

—-
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THAT NIGHT, I PREPARED meticulously for my double life. I created a separate phone with a new number for "Celia Martin" communications. I researched coffee preparation techniques, watching barista training videos until my eyes burned. Memorized the Daily Grind's menu. Practiced making my handwriting less precise for order tickets.

It was nearly midnight when I finally closed my laptop. My dining table had transformed from audit headquarters to barista boot camp, covered in printouts of coffee drink recipes and hastily scribbled notes.

I caught my reflection in the window—hair wild from running frustrated hands through it, dark circles beginning to form under my eyes. What exactly was I doing? This had escalated far beyond a standard audit.

But the inconsistencies in those financial records nagged at me. Money didn't just vanish into accounting errors, not consistently, not in these patterns. Something systematic was happening at The Daily Grind, and conventional audit methods weren't revealing it.

Tomorrow, I'd start getting answers. I set my alarm for 4:30 AM and collapsed into bed, dreaming of endless spreadsheets that transformed into coffee cups, all of them hiding secrets at the bottom.
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​CHAPTER 3: BEHIND THE COUNTER
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The sharp beep of my alarm felt like an ice pick to my brain. Four-thirty in the morning wasn't a time humans were meant to experience. Yet here I was, voluntarily rising before dawn to make coffee for strangers while conducting covert financial espionage.

My life choices were becoming increasingly questionable.

I stumbled through my morning routine on autopilot, carefully assembling my "Celia Martin" persona. The woman in the mirror looked younger, less severe, and significantly less well-rested than Celia Preston, CPA.

The North Lake Street location was already humming with pre-opening activity when I arrived at 5:45 AM. A tall Latina woman with impossibly perfect hair was arranging pastries in the display case, moving with the fluid efficiency of someone who'd done this thousands of times.

"You must be the new girl." She straightened, giving me a quick assessment. "I'm Cathy. You're early. Good."

"Celia Martin." I extended my hand, trying to channel friendly enthusiasm rather than professional formality. "Thanks for training me."

"We'll see if you're still thankful by noon." Her smile transformed her entire face, warming her dark eyes. "First rule: this job is fifty percent skill, fifty percent theater. Customers come for the coffee but return for the experience."

She handed me an apron and led me behind the counter, launching into a whirlwind tour of the equipment. Espresso machine, grinders, blenders, steamers, refrigeration units, POS system—the array of machinery was daunting. My carefully memorized drink recipes suddenly seemed woefully inadequate preparation.

"Ever worked a commercial
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