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      To Emma—spread your wings and fly, my baby girl. May you have delightful and wicked adventures, but not too wicked. There’s time yet for that.
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      Pride is more than the first of the seven deadly sins; it is itself the essence of all sin.

      – John Stott

      

      There is a method in man’s wickedness; it grows up by degrees.

      –Francis Beaumont

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The message jolted me at 3:47 a.m., cutting through the silence of my San Francisco penthouse like a serrated blade. I’d been awake anyway, staring at financial projections that made less sense with each passing hour, more determined than ever that we needed a new CFO.

      

      
        
        This is Brandy Sussman from Congressman Mitchell’s office. The Congressman would like to schedule a meeting with you regarding ARGUS and an upcoming Senate Intelligence Committee hearing on surveillance technologies. ARGUS has been identified as a priority review target. Please respond with your availability.

      

      

      

      My blood chilled. Miles, my partner, told me he’d shut this down. Priority review target. In Washington-speak, they’re coming for us.

      I set the phone down with hands that weren’t quite steady and walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bay. In the reflection, I caught sight of myself: rumpled hair, two days of stubble, dark circles under eyes that had seen too much in forty-one years. I looked like what I was—a man whose creation was about to be dissected by politicians who didn’t understand the first thing about technology or privacy.

      This was exactly what I’d feared when I built ARGUS. The moment when government decided that private innovation was too dangerous to remain private.

      My phone buzzed again with a text—this time from Alex, my CFO. Given the time, I could only assume that he, like this early bird congressional assistant, was on the East Coast. Another in his latest series of increasingly urgent messages about taking the company public.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes, Jonathan from Capital Partners met with Lehman yesterday. They’re talking about forcing an IPO whether you agree or not. We need that capital for infrastructure, and they want their return. Call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I deleted Alex’s message without responding. Going public now, with Congress circling like vultures, would be corporate suicide. But staying private meant fighting both political pressure and investor revolt simultaneously.

      Dictating a message to Miles, my co-founder, it was all I could do not to call him and wake his ass.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You told me the congressional investigation was handled. It’s not. Combined with the investor pressure...this isn’t good, Miles.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I checked it and hit send.

      Seconds later, the phone rang, the subtle electronic pulse ring tone amplified in the early morning silence.

      “Why are you awake?” He sounded half-asleep.

      “It’s happening⁠—”

      “No, it’s not. I told you, it’s handled, and it is.”

      I rubbed my palm over my face, over my burning eyes. I could have fought Miles, but he’d only tell me the congressman should be ignored and reiterate it was handled.

      “We need to discuss the CFO situation. It’s time we bring in someone with more experience.”

      “Wait. What? I’m getting whiplash here.”

      “It’s called running a business.” Miles frustrated the hell out of me. The laid-back, friendly bullshit worked for investors and clients, and back in college it was mildly fun, but I needed him to keep up. “You told me the hearing is handled, I’m moving on. Let’s talk about Alex.”

      “At three in the morning? Jesus. You need to get some sleep.”

      “Alex needs to be controlled. He’s not aligned with us. He’s pushing the investors to push us. Going behind our backs.”

      “Wait a minute. Rhodes. Come on. The paranoia is beating you, man. He’s not going behind our backs. This is Alex. Our friend. Get some sleep.”

      “I’m not paranoid. We brought Alex on back in the garage days. He doesn’t have the skill set. He’s relying on old plays that he learned in B-school. We need someone with a different approach. Someone who gets our game plan.”

      “He just had his third kid and you want to shitcan him?”

      “You want to keep him on? Fine. But we need to bring someone on with more experience. Someone who can monitor his dealings with our investors and package clever financing deals.”

      “Can we just…” I could hear his frustration, but it was nothing compared to the alarm coursing through my veins. “Will you take a break? Christ, when was the last time you slept through the night? Lack of sleep breeds paranoia.”

      “For the last time, I’m not paranoid.”

      “Remember when you were convinced that tech journalist was investigating us? Turned out she was writing about facial recognition in retail stores. You’re seeing threats everywhere.”

      He had a point about the journalist. Maybe I was seeing shadows where there were none. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right. You need to get away. Clear your head. Sleep. Remember what it’s like to think about something other than risks and assessments. Maybe take Sara.”

      “Seriously?” He’d stayed close to my ex, but I hadn’t.

      “Forget I mentioned her, even though she probably could get away right now and she’d be good for you. She knows you. It’s been ages. You’re still friends, right?”

      “Miles.” If I pinched the bridge of my nose any harder, it would have bruised.

      “Fine. But take a break. I refuse to make any major personnel decisions when you’re running on fumes.”

      When was the last time I slept for more than a few hours? I was way overdue for a break.

      “I am overdue for a visit back home.” Nana couldn’t easily travel anymore.

      “Perfect. Book it today. And Rhodes? Don’t bring your laptop. Don’t check emails. Don’t even think about D.C.—which I promise is taken care of. Just...exist for a few days.”

      His concern was genuine, and despite my frustration, I found myself considering a break. Maybe some distance would give me perspective on both the congressional threat and the CFO situation.

      “And Sara…” Miles could push me on many scores, but my ex wasn’t one of them.

      “I prefer solo. I need space.”

      “Good. You’ll come back with a clearer head. Trust me on this. Whatever’s happening in Washington can wait a week. The world won’t end if you’re offline for a few days.”

      Miles was right about one thing—I did need space to think. But as I tapped out travel instructions for my assistant, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this congressional hearing was just the beginning. Someone wanted to control ARGUS, whether through political pressure, investor revolt, or outright acquisition.

      In the mountains, away from Silicon Valley’s pressure and Washington’s threats, maybe I’d find the clarity I needed. Maybe I’d figure out how to keep ARGUS independent while navigating the political minefield that was about to explode around us.

      From consumer groups to privacy advocates to investors, risks to ARGUS—my creation—darkened the horizon, but I refused to surrender. Not to Congress, not to profit-hungry investors, not to anyone who wanted to turn my technology into a weapon.

      First, I needed to get away, escape to a place where the only oversight would be my own conscience and the only pressure would be deciding which trail to take. Maybe then, I could sleep. Recharge.

      Miles was convinced I was being paranoid, seeing threats that weren’t there. I hoped he was right. But my gut told me that in Washington, in Silicon Valley, paranoia was just another word for preparation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      ONE MONTH LATER

      RHODES

      It’s Tuesday morning and there’s not a soul around. Clouds in the distance, winds from the southwest, a slight chill in the shade, and enough heat to break a sweat in the open sun. I lean on the railing, taking in the famed three-hundred-and-sixty-degree Blue Ridge views. A need for solitude brought me to these mountains from my youth, bum elbow and all. Miles was right—I needed distance from more than just the boardroom pressures. It took weeks to get away, but I’m finally here.

      I close my eyes and inhale, breathing in the fresh, crisp air. High-pitched chirps punctuate the quiet. A vision of my office and the white board with red and black scrawls infiltrates my inner sanctum, and I open my eyes, choosing the real-life view before me. The canopy of leaves provides shade from the sun and a sense of wilderness, the feeling that undeveloped lands exist and flourish. It’s a perfect, languid summer day. Back in San Francisco, summer lost meaning. But here, I feel the season in my bones, or at least, I remember what it used to mean, before...

      Miles was right to shove me out the door and insist I take time to recharge. Besides, if one of us didn’t step away—give some space to our disagreements—we might have resorted to blows.

      A falcon flies overhead, flapping its wings until it hits an air stream and coasts high above. Fast, fierce, and powerful, falcons are a symbol for Horus—an Egyptian god who represented the sun, the sky, healing, and protection.

      If I had my phone, I’d refresh my memory of the falcon-headed god. Protection and healing—exactly what I came here seeking. But my phone connects me to the world and with that connection I am inundated with messages and emails. No phone is good. This is what I need. An electronic detox. Space to decompress.

      I close my eyes once again, resting my thighs against the banister. The breeze cools my skin. Behind me, the unmistakable sound of footsteps on wood breaches the quiet. My muscles tense.

      The Yellow Mountain fire tower is on almost every North Carolina hiking map. A beautiful summer day like this, others were bound to come. And you don’t hike the trail without taking the time to take in the view.

      With one last glance across the Smokies, I turn to cede the tower to the recent arrival. A dark-haired woman, hair pulled into a ponytail that swings slightly with her movements, climbs the ladder, her back to me.

      “Ow. Fuck.” Her progress stops, and as if sensing she’s not alone, the woman turns her head, giving me a view of cheeks flushed with exertion. She’s not sweating, but it’s not that hot—yet.

      Did she take the steep shortcut like me?

      Two paths to the top. One easy six-mile trek, or a steep mile-and-a-half climb.

      The way she’s frozen in place, stuck in a trance, reminds me of a deer in the forest, evaluating the need for flight.

      “Hi there,” I say, stepping back from the hold, giving her more space, letting her know I’m not some sicko.

      Which, come to think of it, is she alone? I only heard one person approach.

      “Hi.”

      She resumes her task of climbing the ladder. It’s a wooden ladder, the kind a person might attach to a tree house, only this one ascends into the tower through a cut-out on the deck platform.

      I watch closely as a lithe, fit body rises. With each push from her right leg, she mutters to herself, lower this time, presumably to prevent me from hearing her cuss. Her legs are lean, the muscles flexing beneath smooth, lightly tanned skin. Either she spends her days outdoors or she’s naturally tan. She could be a park ranger.

      But no. A park ranger wouldn’t wear those sporty short shorts. Lots of the girls in my high school wore shorts just like those, loose at the leg openings, designed for running, and while parents frowned, I did not. That was a long time ago. Maybe the styles have changed. Or maybe I stopped noticing.

      She reaches for the banister, her feet on the second rung, and my southern upbringing kicks in, prompting me to step forward and offer my hand.

      “Thank you.” Her voice is light, the words automatic.

      More weight than I expected presses down, but I easily take it, offering balance as she climbs out of the hold. A bloody spot on her right knee catches my attention. A thin stream of dried blood forms a line from her knee to the base of a thick hiking sock.

      “You okay?” I ask, although, it’s not like I have a first aid kit. I don’t even have my phone.

      “Oh. I’m fine.” Her right knee bends, and only the right toe of her hiking boot touches the deck.

      Her gaze travels over the perimeter, captivated by the view.

      For her to turn her back on me, I must come across as trustworthy.

      As she studies the horizon, I examine the woman’s profile. Smooth skin, tiny silver studs for earrings, no visible tattoos above the neckline. Her chocolate brown hair shimmers with healthy shine. She’s younger, but I’d guess she’s late twenties, maybe.

      It’s a Tuesday and she’s not working. Unless… Internal alarms ring and I take a second look over her frame, hunting for what? A camera?

      You’re full of it, Rhodes. No one here knows who the fuck you are. And that right there is why you’re here.

      Still, the paranoia Miles accuses me of having makes me scan the tree line once more. No one. Just mountains and sky.

      The woman steps forward to the railing, still entranced.

      I’m halfway down the ladder when a board creaks from her one-legged hop. She’s injured and alone.

      Rhodes—

      I stop my grandmother’s lecture before the replay.

      Fine, Nana. How exactly am I going to help her? Walk with her down the six-mile return trail?

      What else are you going to do? You have the time. Unplugged. Remember?

      What am I supposed to say? She said she’s okay. If I insist on staying to help her, I’ll come off as a misogynist ass.

      You’re really going to leave an injured woman to manage a six-mile trail to the parking lot on her own?

      She’s the one who went hiking by herself.

      So did you.

      The woman twists around, one hand on the railing, her right leg bent. At this angle from the floorboards, I’m offered a clear view up the back curve of her thigh. The hem of her shorts juts out from her ass, shading the path higher, revealing a mere glimpse of white cotton panties.

      “Are you okay?”

      Of course she’d wonder given I’m hanging on a ladder and gawking like a teenage perv.

      “Yes. Ah, I’m just wondering… Did you park in the lot? Cloud Catcher Lane?”

      “Yes.”

      Of course she did. Where else would she park?

      “Ah.” I bend my head, a gesture that sometimes disarms. “How are you planning on getting back with an injured leg?”

      She looks down at her bloody knee and shrugs. “I’ll be fine. I’ll find a stick in the woods.”

      “And you’re going six miles,” I say, more to myself, wondering about the stats for the likelihood of being attacked if injured. Without my phone, I can’t check them, but logically a woman would be at greater risk.

      “Six miles?” Now it’s her tilting her head, only she’s doing it to imply I’m wrong. “It’s a mile and a half, tops.”

      “You’re taking the shortcut with an injured leg?”

      “I’m not walking six miles on it.”

      She’ll break her neck if she attempts the steep decline without help.

      She smiles, amused by my question, not offended, I think. Her brown eyes are warm, a deep hue with golden flecks, her pupils small from the abundant sun. She comes across as a good person, like maybe a schoolteacher or a nurse. A nursing schedule could explain her freedom on a Tuesday.

      “I’ll be fine,” she insists, brushing me off and returning her attention to the view.

      Rather than disagree, I give a quick nod, descend the ladder, and wait on the ground below the tower. It’s not a big deal. I’m unplugged and have all the time in the world. When she’s had her fill of the view, I’ll help her down the decline. We’ll be slower, but I’m not in a hurry. If anything, slow is good. Once I’m back, I’ll check my phone.

      Although, I really shouldn’t. If the boss can’t take a break, then he chooses employees poorly. And I hire the best—I’ve built a system that runs perfectly, even without me. Or at least, I’m about to discover if that’s true.

      This break is overdue. Fuck the naysayers. The board. The investors. The constant inquisition surrounding projections and growth and purpose.

      About five minutes later, she descends the ladder.

      “Are you waiting for me?” She sounds incredulous—not scared. I suppose that’s a good thing.

      “Figured you could use some help.”

      “I told you I’m fine. I’m an expert hiker.” She pats her backpack strap like it’s got all the world’s answers.

      I give her an agreeable nod. “And I’m sure you are. But all the same, we’re headed back to the same place. I’m better than a stick.”

      She sizes me up, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.

      I hold my hands up in the air, the defensive gesture to convey I’m not a threat. “You can trust me. Eagle Scout here.”

      “You’ve got to do the right thing.” Her smile spreads wide, revealing a set of straight white teeth and natural, sun-kissed lips, and I’m reminded of how much I like the small-town girl vibe. It’s not the clothes or even the smile; it’s the warmth and unguarded friendliness that’s rare in a big city like San Francisco.

      “I can do it alone, you know?” Her question is a singsong tease, laced with independence.

      “Oh, I know.”

      She smiles in response, and I return the stubborn woman’s smile.

      She’d go down that mountain without me if I didn’t insist on helping—an unwise move, but she’s fearless. Is a sense of immortality a small-town or big-city characteristic? Perhaps it’s not so much a sense of invincibility, but overconfidence. Could be both, I suppose.

      Doesn’t matter. I’ll get her down safely. And I can rest easy, knowing for once, Nana would be proud. Maybe doing the right thing isn’t always about business decisions and board meetings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      RHODES

      Given she’s hobbling, I offer my arm. She presses down on my forearm, using me like a crutch.

      And she thought she could get down without help?

      “You from around here?” I ask as we approach the trailhead.

      As down-to-earth as she appears, I haven’t picked up on a southern accent, and given I’m a North Carolina native, I’m good at picking up any range of southern dialect.

      “I’m from Chicago. Originally.”

      “What’re you doing here? Visiting?” That could explain why she’s on her own. She’s not familiar with these trails. Or she’s assuming it’s safer here than Chicago.

      “In between jobs.”

      It’s conceivable I’m projecting, but I swear her chin tilts higher, defiant, almost daring me to say something negative.

      Or projection colors my perception. If I found myself unemployed, booted from the company I founded, I’d be defensive.

      “Where all do you plan to travel?” I ask, skirting the unemployment topic.

      “Taking it day by day. What about you?”

      “I’ll be here through the end of the week.”

      “Are you from here?”

      “Charlotte.”

      “Oh, so is this a day trip for you?”

      “No. Charlotte’s not that close, and while I was born in Charlotte, I live in San Francisco. I spent a few days with my grandmother and now I’m just…” I let the words trail as I’ve said too much to this stranger.

      “That’s sweet.”

      Yes, I’ve said too much. She’s looking at me with interest. It’s the grandmother reference. “I don’t make it back here that often.”

      “How do you like San Francisco?”

      Not my favorite. “It’s fine.”

      “That’s not a resounding endorsement.”

      I bite back a chuckle at her observation. She’s right. San Francisco shall not receive a Rhodes MacMillan endorsement.

      We reach a particularly steep spot, which is more of a four-foot drop. On the way up, I climbed this piece one-handed, preserving my injured elbow. Red dust puffs beneath my running shoes when I hop down. I hold out both arms.

      “Jump. I’ll catch you.”

      “I’ll knock you down. I’m too big. Move.”

      Her face screws up like me catching her is the worst idea in the world, and I bark out a laugh. No…I’m actually laughing. I almost forgot what it feels like to laugh.

      “You’re not big. What else are you going to do?”

      I’m now closer to eye level with her bent leg and inspect the injury. Compared to her other knee, there’s no noticeable swelling, but the boots and thick socks hide her ankle. The bloody knee does nothing to diminish the appeal of her spectacular legs. A runner’s legs that would probably look phenomenal in heels and a short skirt. Hell, they’re eye-catching now in Umbro shorts and hiking boots.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She’s being ridiculous. I’m at least a foot taller than her, and I lift three times a week and have maintained my workout regime for decades.

      “Jump,” I insist.

      She bends closer to me with outstretched arms. The dirt below her boots crumbles and tiny rocks cascade down the trail.

      “Come on, I’ve got you,” I encourage.

      She leaps forward, and I catch her, flat against my torso. Her arms are over my shoulders, and her brown eyes are inches from mine, the brown a lighter shade, the flecks of color closer to topaz than gold this close up. My gaze falls to her lips, full and pale pink, glossy as if she just licked them.

      My dick hardens, and my hands grip her sides, putting distance between us. I just met this woman. She doesn’t need to feel that. I shift, looking down, willing my body to calm down while double-checking my khaki shorts conceal that unexpected response.

      “You okay?” she asks from behind me.

      “Can’t believe you thought you’d take this path on your own.” Feeling like I’m in the clear, I turn slightly, offering her my arm, and take the lead, stepping slightly in front just in case she slides.

      “While I appreciate your help, with the right stick, I could’ve made it down.”

      I bite back a derogatory response. “Do you go hiking by yourself often?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “Probably smarter than going rock climbing by myself.”

      “Do you climb?”

      “When I can. I was planning on hitting Linville Gorge tomorrow, but I don’t think I’ll be doing that now with this leg. I’ll see how it is tomorrow.”

      “What’s injured? The knee or the ankle?”

      “Both.” Her lips twist.

      “You slipped?”

      “Slammed down hard on my knee. Ankles a little sore, but it’s probably fine.”

      “Rock climbing’s inadvisable.” I’m stating the obvious, but she might benefit. “I planned to climb today. My elbow.” I lift my right elbow for emphasis. “Giving it a rest.”

      “What’s wrong? Tennis elbow?”

      “Something like that. Tendonitis. Extends into the forearm.”

      “Do you play tennis? Golf?”

      “Not enough to get injured. I climb.” I have a rock wall in my penthouse. Memberships at multiple climbing gyms. But the reason I climb is for the chance to push myself outdoors, in the elements. I love the challenge.

      “I love to climb, too.” My gaze falls to her hands.

      Short, unpainted nails. I reach for the hand that’s not clutching my arm and run a finger along the underside, confirming callouses.

      “Didn’t believe me?” She grins. “That’s a reason I climb.”

      “What is?”

      “The look on men’s faces when I outclimb them.”

      There are plenty of women who climb, but I understand what she means. I get why she’d be proud of excelling in an area dominated by men.

      “So you’re a badass,” I say with all due respect. “Too bad we can’t go climbing together on this trip.”

      “We can find other things to do.”

      Is that innuendo? No. It’s just the way you want to read it, Rhodes.

      And why not? She’s attractive. For once, she’s not someone I work with. And we’re far from San Francisco and Silicon Valley. She has no idea who I am. She’s not a journalist or a photographer.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sydney.” Her left leg slides on loose gravel and I grip her arm, bending my legs to help her until she regains her balance. “What’s your name?”

      “Rhodes.”

      She didn’t give her last name, so I won’t give mine. Excellent. She can’t Google me.

      “Nice to meet you, Rhodes. I do appreciate your help.”

      I grunt, instead of stating the obvious that she needed my help. “Where are you staying?”

      “Old Edwards Inn.”

      “You don’t say. Me too.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “It’s got the best ratings in the area. It’s cute, right? I love it. Wish I was staying longer than a week.”

      It’s my favorite place in the Highlands. I love the history and the connection to a small, enduring mountain town. But it’s not cheap.

      What does this woman do that she can afford to stay there while between jobs?

      Does it matter? All that really says is she’s done well, or maybe she’s got a trust fund. If you ask, you risk falling into a line of questions you don’t want to answer.

      “And you said you return home at the end of the week?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Her coy smile confuses me, something she must pick up on, because she adds, “You said you’re going back at the end of the week.”

      “Oh. Then what are your plans?”

      “I haven’t decided. I’m taking it day by day, remember?”

      That’s right. What must it be like to have an empty calendar? No investors tracking your every move. Or board members questioning every decision.

      A comfortable silence falls between us, until she breaks it, saying, “I said I’m from Chicago, meaning I was born there. My old job was in D.C. I haven’t decided where I’ll live. Checking this place out. Considering here. Is that crazy?”

      “No. I love this state. It’s a great place to live.” As the keynote speaker to the Stanford class of 2023, I spoke of the importance of loving where you live. I’d been thinking of my home state, of growing up here, of simpler times. “Are you ready to settle down? Is that why you’re considering a small town?”

      She laughs. The sound is light and carefree and rings across the wind like a chime.

      “Is that a no?”

      “To settling down?”

      I lift a shoulder, gesturing affirmatively. It’s not a crazy question. Or maybe it doesn’t feel crazy to me because at forty-one there are those in my life who lob the question at me all the time and have for years.

      “There might be a job opportunity here. But it’ll involve a lot of travel, so no, not settling down.”

      Her gaze drifts through the trees, and I sense a change in topic is advisable.

      What does one talk about other than work? Politics? Absolutely not. The economy? The value of the dollar?

      “What was growing up in Charlotte like?”

      Her question has me smiling. She saved me.

      “No complaints. It’s a good place to grow up. Was.” My eyebrows lift as the weight of how much time has passed sinks in. “Twenty years ago.”

      I’m not sure where to go with that, so I step quietly, wading through a sense of nostalgia.

      “Did you learn to climb out here? In the North Carolina mountains?”

      Once again, she saves me with her conversational direction.

      “Not really. More out West. But I’ll come back one day. Hit places like Linville Gorge.” I pause, wondering if I should throw it out there. The angle women love. And, what the hell. It’s a means to an end and a benign tactic. “One day we’ll come back together. When we’re all healed, we’ll see who’s the better climber.” She flushes. Referencing a joint future is always an easy win. “What skill level are you?”

      “Expert.”

      A lift of the eyebrow, a jut of the chin. Proud of her abilities. I chuckle. Yeah, she’s a lot like me.

      We share climbing stories the rest of the way down. It takes us about twice as long with her bum leg, but it’s all good. To Sydney without a last name, I’m a random guy who helped her down a mountain.

      We reach our cars; two of four cars parked in the gravel lot. We didn’t cross any other hikers, which means they chose the long way.

      Her car’s parked further away than mine, but there’s a gravitational pull I can’t control pulling me to my rental.

      I’m a fucking idiot. I should help her to her car, then grab the phone. It’s a fucking addiction.

      I sling the door open and snatch the phone from the charger.

      Fifty-five missed messages.

      “Everything okay?”

      I click the screen and skim the notifications. Nothing requiring immediate action, but the pattern of messages from investors, board members, and our CFO gnaws at me. The message from Daisy is the only one I care to see.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Daisy Jonas

      

      
        Got what u need

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Excellent. I toss the phone onto the seat and head to Sydney, arm out for her. My car door’s open, but that’s fine. No one is going to hop out of the bushes and nab my phone.

      When we arrive at her vehicle, a small-sized SUV, I tuck a strand of hair that escaped from her ponytail. The move is instinctive, but my breath catches, waiting for her reaction. A breeze picks up and I inhale a light floral scent. I’m so close her perfume mingles with the outdoors.

      Her dark eyes flicker to mine, and she pushes higher, brushing her soft lips over mine. The unexpected touch rushes through me, from my mouth, down my spine, to my groin.

      Her cheeks flush and I grasp her wrist, stopping her before she can pull away. I didn’t expect a kiss, but I’m not averse. No, she and I are on the same page.

      “Go to dinner with me.”

      The words come out before I fully process them. Maybe it’s the mountain air, or maybe it’s been too long since I met someone who doesn’t know my net worth before my name. Either way, I want to see her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      SYDNEY

      “I’m in.”

      The winding road climbs higher up the peak through the trees, passing homes and mailboxes jutting out an arm’s length from the asphalt.

      “Good work.” The deep male voice on the other end of the line belongs to the man who recruited me from the CIA. He introduced himself as Hudson, and I still don’t know for certain if that’s his first or last name.

      Given recent events, I’d been an easy recruit. Four of my assets: dead. Top brass determined in all likelihood I had been exposed, and my career as an overseas operative ended. The fact a friend asked me to take a call from Hudson, the director of her newly formed entity, served as the linchpin.

      KOAN, which stands for Kaleidoscope Observation Analysis Network, is officially an investigative entity. The kind of work the FBI should be doing but can’t—or won’t—when powerful people are involved. KOAN references a paradoxical question with no clear answer, the purpose to transcend logical reasoning and encourage intuitive insight. Caroline pitched it to me as “asking the questions that have no right answers but need to be asked anyway.” After watching my assets die because someone higher up the food chain decided their lives were expendable, that philosophy resonated.

      “What’s your plan?” Hudson asks, his question confirming I’m taking lead.

      “We’re going to dinner. I’m going to head back to the rental to meet with Quinn.” She’s the team’s tech and equipment resource. “Then to the hotel.”

      When we acquired Rhodes MacMillan’s itinerary two days ago, I checked into his hotel. If the hiking interlude didn’t pan out, I would’ve tried again with an impromptu run in at the hotel.

      “What’s your read? Do you need backup?”

      “My read after initial contact is that the initial profile assessment is accurate. He doesn’t strike me as overtly dangerous. He had no security. Drove himself. Classic white collar.” It’s the deals he may be striking that are dangerous. But he’s too connected for any government agency to investigate. Rumors abound, and investigations were started, but halted by the DOJ. This is why my friend founded KOAN, an organization that conducts under the radar investigations—work that might be halted the moment they cross the desk of a vested influential power player.

      “Touch base after you meet with Quinn.” The line goes dead.

      Yes, sir.

      In my rear, I clock an SUV two back. I make a quick right.

      The two cars behind me pass.

      Wait for it.

      I whip back out onto the road.

      The higher I go in altitude, automotive traffic declines.

      I pass an older white male watering flowers with a water hose and wave. He doesn’t appear to notice.

      Near the peak, I pull into a concrete parking area with a drive that loops down to the garage. From the street, the house appears to be a one-story wood and stone structure. But it’s deceptive. Built into the side of the cliff, the living areas are below street level, and the back of the house offers stunning views across a panoramic mountain scape.

      I shift my Jeep into park and hop out onto a cracked paver, wincing when pain shoots up my right knee into my thigh. The injury, while minor, is real. Hudson, on this first assignment, is proving he trusts his recruits—and it’s a refreshing change from the micromanager I landed in the behavior and analysis division in the CIA.

      After venting to Caroline, who also hated serving under the same prick and first fled the CIA to a privately held group on the West Coast, she shared her latest venture. With the encouragement of her husband, a billionaire with more than he can spend in his lifetime, she founded KOAN, because tackling corruption is something she’s passionate about.

      During her pitch on why I should join the team, Caroline asked me the age-old question, “What do you have to lose?” She probably expected me to list off the usual things—career stability, pension, health insurance. Instead, I thought about Dimitri’s last message, sent just hours before they found his body in that Parisian alley. Perhaps she meant for the question to be rhetorical, and for me, it absolutely was—and the answer: Nothing. The CIA had already taken everything that mattered.

      If this team doesn’t work out, Caroline says she can find something for me within the West Coast outfit she initially joined—not as an analyst, which I hate, but doing something in the field. I probably could’ve pushed her right then for an introduction, but no project coming out of the Arrow Tactical team will help me uncover the leaks that led to the death of the assets I recruited. Maria, a mother of two young daughters, who’d been doing nothing more than feeding us itineraries—her death hit me the hardest, but I’ll never forget any of their names.

      As a member of the intelligence community, it’s natural to distrust. Those I mistrust the most? Those who believe themselves to be above the law and reproach. Like whoever sold out my assets. Like whoever decided stolen secrets were worth more than lives. If Rhodes MacMillan is part of that network, I'll make sure justice is served.

      Our target, Rhodes Macmillan, created ARGUS, reputed to be the best AI surveillance product on the market. Rumors abound about what he can access, and more than that, what he can derive from those databases and which countries he’s serving. If there’s a secret society of the powerful, he’s undoubtedly a man such a society would recruit.

      The government won’t ever investigate MacMillan or ARGUS as he’s got ties on every floor of the Department of Justice, and it’s fair to assume he owns most senators and a chunk of Congress.

      ARGUS isn’t his first company. His first was a boring financial payment system that made him billions, and he and those original partners are now some of the most influential people in the world.

      Of course, with success and influence comes attention.

      That fact is why my plan held a high probability of failure. Rhodes MacMillan is a wary creature. He has to be. Anyone around him might be tempted to make a quick buck selling a story to the highest bidder. He bought stock in a company? Sold stock? Prefers a specific hotel chain? Ate lunch with a CEO? Any little detail of his life can be sold. His most benign conversation will be of interest to the right people.

      Yes, the plan was risky, but I played it to perfection, and he doesn’t suspect anything. My approach had to feel like more time together was his idea, and I nailed the approach.

      “Is that art or real?” Quinn stands in the front door of the rental, watching me as I pick and choose what I want to carry inside from the duffel bags stowed in the back. “That looks like a busted knee.”

      Quinn has her long, curly, blonde hair pulled back so it’s half up, half down, and she’s wearing a long, loose skirt that skims the tops of her bare feet. In her light brown cardigan and white tank, if I met her on the street I’d expect her to be an English teacher or a grad student, but that’s where looks can be deceiving.

      “Blood’s real. Limp isn’t.” I flex my knee, testing the scrape. “Though it stings more than I expected.”

      “Wait a second. You purposefully fell?”

      I shrug. “Do what you gotta to do.”

      “What would you’ve done if you’d really hurt yourself?”

      She’s appalled, but makeup to fake an injury would’ve been a poor choice. I step past her through the wide front entrance. Inside, there’s a small foyer, a step down to a living area with a bedroom off to the side, and a spiral staircase to the second floor below.

      The second floor opens up to the main floor, which is also accessible by a lower garage level. Six bedroom suites are on the lowest floor. It’s a beautiful home but the furniture is dinged and faded, and from what I understand, came with the property. Or maybe it’s rented. Either way, someone clearly believed brown shag carpet was a design choice rather than a cry for help.

      I had no role in selecting this place. No, while Hudson and Quinn coordinated this effort, I studied Rhodes. I scraped every article, social post, and even yearbooks from high school, Stanford, as well as the one from the one year at Harvard Business School before he dropped out. I learned he likes solo sports and loves rock climbing, so much so he has a twenty-foot wall in his penthouse that was featured in an interior design magazine. While Rhodes doesn’t post any images, and his Bluesky posts and Threads read like an employee from his PR department wrote them, he had a girlfriend who tagged him daily. And from what I could gather, they broke up two years ago, and given his ex wasn’t one to delete history, it appears they parted ways directly after an engagement party he chose not to attend. Ouch.

      People reveal more in what they don’t post than what they do. Rhodes’ digital silence speaks volumes—either extreme privacy or something to hide. His ex-girlfriend’s posts, however, painted a picture of a man who prioritized work over relationships. Useful intelligence. I also learned his private plane scheduled a flight plan to Franklin with no return trip. I read an interview with him for Climbing magazine where he mentioned he’d climbed most of the notable places in California and Washington State, and when asked what’s next for him, he answered visiting places he read about in his home state, back when he was a kid and not yet into climbing.

      Quinn found his hotel reservation, proving her skills. Yesterday I discreetly followed him through town wearing a floppy hat and a gray, long-haired wig and heard him ask the guy at the hardware store if there were any pharmacies within walking distance. That’s when I learned his elbow is bothering him, and I figured if he’s not up for climbing, he’d go for the most challenging hike. While I’d had my gear in my car, I’d been pretty certain it wouldn’t be a climbing day, and I’d been correct.

      “What if your knee shattered?”

      That’s extreme.

      “What if you couldn’t walk?” Quinn’s not going to drop it.

      “I wasn’t that far away from you. And it’s a beautiful summer day. Someone would’ve come by and helped me.” Like Rhodes did. He could’ve moved on, minded his own business. Instead, he stayed, made sure I was okay.

      She shakes her head in disapproval. “I’m telling Hudson you need backup.”

      “I do not need backup. It’s overkill and it increases operation risks. He might catch on. We’re in a small town.” My voice rises and I can’t stand that I have transitioned from victorious to beseeching. “It’s harder in a small town to remain unnoticed.”

      She glares at me and I’m taken aback by her eyes. I swear, they’re almost purple. I’d ask her what shade but her stern expression tells me now is not the time.

      “Fine. I promise. Fake blood from here on out.”

      She exhales and heads to the spiral staircase.

      “Come on down.”

      I follow behind her, noting that her paisley skirt is so long she picks up the hem to prevent herself from tripping over it. The painted white spiral staircase leads to more shaggy brown carpet. Yes, architecturally the house is beautiful, but the design sensibility is questionable.

      “It doesn’t impact you, but we might have another operator on the inside. In San Francisco.”

      Attempting multiple angles is understandable, but it still feels like a slap, like they didn’t fully trust I’d connect.

      “On the inside how?”

      “She has an interview at a consulting company ARGUS hired for a human resource project.”

      “That’s a slow take.” It’ll take a long time for someone working for a tangential organization to learn what’s really going on inside ARGUS, if they ever gain that level of access.

      “True.” Quinn pulls out a chair in front of her desk. The three monitors on her desk face the wall, so all she has to do is look to the side and take in the mountain view. “But really, what do you think he’s going to reveal during a dinner conversation? If we can get a full understanding of ARGUS’s resource needs, we can get a much better handle on what they’re doing. What kind of deals they’re making.”

      She pulls out a file drawer with stacked boxes in the back and wires neatly bound in the front.

      “I’m not saying you won’t get anything valuable. I’m always in awe at the CIA’s methods, questionable as they may be.”

      “Wait a minute. It’s not like I dressed in a slinky dress or brought him back to my hotel room and drugged him.”

      She stares at me like I’m irrational.

      I throw up my hands. “We’re going on a date. He’s here by himself. It’s a prime opportunity to get to know him.”

      “My point is, how close are you going to have to get to him to get anything valuable? And what’s involved in getting close?”

      She’s not wrong. The chances of placing a bug on a guy like Rhodes MacMillan and it going undiscovered for over forty-eight hours is slim. But it’s a contact. Men like Rhodes don’t meet the low-level consultants working on human resource issues. Now, maybe if a coding phenomenon made it onto their payroll… My gaze falls on Quinn’s waist-length twisty Rapunzel strands. Maybe we should’ve sent her to ARGUS. With her skills and those stunning violet eyes…she might be the best option.

      “I’m not saying your plan is a bad idea, I’m simply urging you to be realistic with your expectations.” She sounds like a mother.

      “I resent the implication that my plan, that Hudson approved, is anything but aboveboard. I’m not doing anything they didn’t teach at Langley.” With a pointed pause to let my words sink in, I add, “The human connection⁠—”

      “Is unreliable,” Quinn interrupts. “And may not be needed if you can hack into the right systems.”

      She’s a hacker. It’s her perspective. It’s not personal.

      “All I’m asking is that you trust me to maintain professionalism. Trust me to do my best for this team.”

      I want this op to succeed. It’s a long shot, but if ARGUS is cutting the rumored deals, then the company is a national security risk. If he’s truly selling classified information to the highest bidders, and my assets were on some high-valued CIA asset list, then this is personal.

      A bedroom door opens and Hudson steps out. He’s in a button down and khakis, and behind him there’s a desk with a single monitor. He removes an earbud and his gaze shifts between Quinn and me.

      “You’re trusted,” Hudson says.

      My eyes drop to his forearms with the sleeves rolled up, past his clunky silver watch, down his khakis to his bare feet, the tops barely visible in the thick brown carpet. “We have no reason to believe you will be anything but professional. We’re a team with a common goal: to learn if ARGUS is selling secrets to the highest bidder. Our resource on the West Coast has the same goal. Even if nothing pans out from the human resource angle, she may overhear internal work discussions or find a disgruntled employee willing to share project details. And you may not get more than dinner.”

      Unfortunately, the boss is right.

      “We can’t expect a home run on every attempt. Investigations of this nature take time. We’re in on two fronts but neither are sure wins. We keep trying until we succeed. And we support each other. Copy?”

      I nod, shoving my hands in my pockets. Quinn spins right and left in her desk chair, twisting the long skirt.

      “In an abundance of caution, I’m bringing in backup.”

      I open my mouth to argue with him, but he ignores me.

      “I want backup nearby. This effort is not resource constrained, so there’s no reason to take unnecessary risks. That doesn’t mean I disagree with your assessment that he’s not dangerous, but we’ll be ready if his security shows up or if the parameters change.”

      I’m skilled and trained, and the argument is on my lips, but I swallow it down because Hudson’s argument is reasonable.

      “I’m going to head to the hotel. Plan to sit outside by the pool with a book on the off chance I might run into him before our dinner.”

      “Rough life,” Quinn says, grinning.

      I return her grin, letting her know I’m not pissed.

      She bends down and passes me a zippered bag with two of the charging cords. “Throwaway phones, surveillance devices, the usual.” She shrugs. “I assume you don’t need a weapon?”

      I don’t miss that her question is directed at our boss, not to me. Still, I answer. “I have a personal handgun secured at the hotel. I’m good.” I pause, unable to resist. “Though if you think Rhodes MacMillan is the type to require heavy artillery for dinner conversation, maybe we should reassess our intel.”

      I’m halfway up the spiral stairway when Hudson calls, “Sydney, keep a tracker on you at all times. And call me in the morning.”

      My brain immediately goes to the gutter - something about his commanding tone and that particular phrase combo strikes me as oddly sexual, deserving of at the very least a snarky “Depends on your performance,” response.

      “Depends on—” I clear my throat, catching myself two words too late. “Copy that.”

      Tonight, I might not immediately get valuable intel, but I’ll get a good sense of Rhodes’ character, and if he’s capable of selling out our country.
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      SYDNEY

      Ten minutes before six, I’m in a cozy room in front of an unlit fireplace, steps away from the check-in desk. My time by the pool proved a waste, if one counts time half-reading, half-people watching a waste. Rhodes never appeared.

      In the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the world-renowned spa attracts many of the visitors to the inn, and if I were to guess, that’s why I had the pool to myself. If I’d known I wouldn’t run into Rhodes, I might have scheduled a massage. But, given there was no chance of running into him in the women’s area of the spa, I stretched out in a lounge chair and, in a solitary moment, broke down and called Caroline.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” Her voice sounded bright and cheery, but in the background I heard a click that I assumed was a door closing.

      “Fine. Am I catching you at the office?”

      “Home office, today, but Dorian’s working from home today too. He can be loud.”

      I smiled at the way she drew out the word loud. It’s been a long time since I lived with someone, and I’ve never lived with someone I was romantically involved with, but I fully expect there would be challenges.

      “How’s Dorian?”

      Although I’ve been friends with Caroline for years, I’ve never met her husband. For one, when she and I first met, they’d split. They only recently reunited. She came to visit me not long ago in D.C., but he had meetings or something. But I don’t need to know him to approve of their reunion. She seemed happier, livelier.

      “He’s fine. How are you? You’re at the new job, right? Do you like it? How’s the boss?”

      “Well, obviously the boss is an improvement over asshat.”

      She snorted. “Obviously.”

      “But no, I like him. He’s levelheaded. Fair. Trusting. I’m thrilled to be back, doing my old thing.” There was no one around me, but Caroline understood my purposeful vagueness.

      “That’s good. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Ah, you know. No guarantees.” Quinn laying it out there and then my poolside nothing served as a cautious reminder. In this situation, failure is a realistic scenario, but failure isn’t acceptable. I’ll find a way.

      “If anyone can crack the guy, it’s you,” Caroline said, as if she could read my mind. “Remember the test?” My mind flashed to the evening in a ballroom with classical music and champagne flutes. “You scored higher than anyone. You pulled one over on an instructor.”

      Yeah, rumors spread that I slept with him because how else could a woman pull one off on a target aware of the assignment?

      The reality? I distracted him and successfully retrieved his phone and returned it. Yes, he was aware of my objective, but diversion is a skill. The others needed more practice. Years have passed since The Farm and our hyped banquet test.

      “What’s it like being in the field again?” Caroline joined the CIA knowing she’d never enter the field, as she’d been in the press too often thanks to her marriage to an influential, highly visible man.

      “Honestly, there’s no adrenaline rush quite like it.”

      “You love it.” I could hear the smile in her words.

      “I do,” I admitted. “Thank you.”

      She scoffed. “No need to thank me. We wouldn’t have recruited you if you weren’t the best for the job.”

      That one comment of hers was something I needed to hear. And, I suppose, Caroline sensing that, is what makes her good at her job too.

      After ending the call with Caroline, I showered and dressed for my date and now I wait.

      From my perch in the armchair, I have a clear view of the lobby doors, although it’s likely my target will approach from behind, entering the lobby from the labyrinth of hallways that connect the inn.

      The Smithsonian article on my phone covers nine mythological sites that archeologists believe are real. Rhodes’ ex-girlfriend once posted a pic of him reading a Percy Jackson novel with the caption, “My man loves his mythology.” And his mother responded with, “That’s my boy” and a heart emoji.

      It’s not a lot to go on, but if he approaches from behind and sees my phone, it’s a conversation starter. And maybe reading the Smithsonian magazine will boost my perceived intelligence quotient. With Mr. Stanford, it’s a reasonable assumption he’s judgey over reading habits.

      In six minutes, he’ll be late. In a Harvard Business Review article on leading management practices, Rhodes stated he expects timeliness from all employees. “A late arrival to a meeting wastes the time of the participants and costs the company hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars.”

      On the hike, he didn’t come across as the stiff I expected, but put a suit on him and he’s probably a different man. Of course, as one of the Silicon Valley self-made T-shirt and blazer crew, he’s infamous for eschewing ties.

      Another minute ticks by. If he’s late, then either he holds a distinct set of standards to his private life, he handles himself differently on vacation, or that entire article was bullshit.

      The bell over the door rings, and he enters. Is he coming in from the parking lot? Where did he spend the afternoon?

      I check the time. Five fifty-nine.

      His dark, hooded eyes scan the lobby. Earbuds protrude from both ears. There’s an iPhone in his hand, and his dark gray trench coat falls mid-thigh. He’s changed into jeans, a heathered gray tee, and hiking boots. He wore running shoes when he went hiking.

      What’s he been doing this afternoon?

      He nods and says something to someone. Where I’m sitting, I can’t see the check-in desk, but based on the angle of his body, presumably, he’s chatting with the person behind the desk.

      Static lifts several of his dark brown strands. Cut short on the sides, and longer on the top, he’s got one of those hairstyles that say I’m a businessman, but I’m not one of the zero-nonsense types. If you want me to model, I can do that too.

      The idea of this man doing something as plebeian as modeling is laughable, and I grin at the thought—though honestly, with that face and those shoulders, he’d probably be damn good at it—and then his gaze falls on me.

      The lobby chatter fades to white noise, the scent of dinner from the restaurant sharpens, and the space between us seems to contract.

      My skin thrums, and I catalog the reaction: elevated heart rate, dilated pupils, the kind of physiological response I’ve been trained to recognize and control. Except I’m not controlling it.

      Lost in his focus, my mind momentarily blanks.

      His gaze drops and the oxygen whooshes back into my lungs. Sounds clink around us, louder than before, and the scent of melted butter, fresh thyme, and something sweet baking in the distance reminds me I’m genuinely hungry.

      With a swift movement born of habitual habit, his earbuds are gone and deposited in a pocket.

      I push up from my chair, the mythology article forgotten. Wasted effort.

      He smiles, softening his
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