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  Introduction


Liam Henderson’s dream job at one of the top investment firms should have been the breakthrough he always wanted. But when a lucrative deal starts to show signs of deep corruption, the man who once believed in loyalty and hard work is faced with a choice that could destroy everything he’s built. The numbers don’t add up, and the truth is slipping through his fingers. 
When Mia Stevens, a sharp and relentless lawyer investigating his firm’s shady dealings, starts asking questions, Liam’s world unravels. The woman who sees through the façade he’s built may be the only person who can help him uncover the truth—or send him spiraling into a world of lies he can’t escape. As their paths cross and their chemistry intensifies, the lines between trust, attraction, and betrayal blur.
Caught between his career and his conscience, Liam must decide whether to protect his future or expose the corruption that threatens to bring everything down. But in a world where loyalty is bought and integrity is for sale, can he trust anyone, including himself—and can he afford to open his heart to the one person who might ruin him?
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  Chapter one
Liam

The Numbers Lie


It starts with a ding. 
Not the kind you hear when a bell rings or the oven timer goes off—but the soft chime of an email landing in my inbox, late in the afternoon when I’m halfway through organizing a growing stack of student loan exit paperwork. 
The apartment is quiet except for the hum of my mini fridge, and I’ve got my phone pressed between my shoulder and ear as I lean across my desk, talking to Ryan.
“—so I told him, man, if the ref didn’t see it, it didn’t happen,” Ryan says, laughing. His voice crackles a little through the speaker. “I miss this, by the way. You going off the grid for finals season? Brutal.”
I chuckle, flipping a pen between my fingers. “Graduation nearly killed me. Group projects, late-night ramen, fighting for a chair at the library. I didn’t even have time to blink.”
“Still. No call for weeks. I was ready to file a missing persons report.”
“You could’ve texted.”
“I did text. You just never replied.”
That part’s true.
I push the window open a few inches and let the late May breeze drift in—warm and full of city smells. Street food, concrete, something faintly floral from the neighbor’s balcony across the alley. Ryan’s still talking, something about an ankle injury and his dog learning how to open the fridge.
Then my laptop pings.
The screen flickers to life.
Inbox (1): Hawthorne & Blackstone – Official Offer of Employment
My breath sticks in my throat. My fingers freeze mid-spin. “Ryan—hold on. I think—wait, I think it’s here.”
“What’s here?”
“The offer. The offer.”
I click the email and there it is, as clear as day: Welcome to Hawthorne & Blackstone. The firm’s logo glows like a seal of destiny at the top of the screen. I skim through the text, heart pounding louder with every line.
Start date. Salary. Title: Associate Financial Analyst.
It’s official.
I stand up so fast my chair rolls back and thumps against the wall. “They hired me. I got the job.”
“No way! You’re serious?”
“I’m looking at the email right now.” My voice lifts with disbelief, with pure adrenaline. “Ryan, I’m in. I got it.”
He whoops on the other end of the line. “Yes! Man, I knew it. H&B! You’re in the big leagues now. Drinks are on you. Chicago suits you.”
I laugh, grinning so hard my face hurts. I pace the length of my tiny studio, dodging my laundry pile and nearly tripping over a worn textbook. My reflection in the darkened TV screen looks stunned, like I don’t quite believe I made it.
But I did.
After everything—all the late-night study sessions, the mock interviews, the networking mixers where I smiled so hard my jaw ached—it paid off. I made it.
“You still there?” Ryan asks.
“Yeah,” I say, quieter now. “I’m here.”
And finally, I let myself feel it. Not just the relief, but the pride. I’ve worked my whole life for this moment. I may not come from a family of Wall Street legends or Ivy League donors, but I made it anyway.
I promise Ryan we’ll catch up in person soon—maybe I’ll head home next weekend—and hang up. Then I sit down and read the email three more times, just to be sure.

      ***We celebrate that night.
Not Ryan—he’s on the road with his team. But a few of my old university friends meet me at a rooftop bar not far from the river. The place has ivy on the walls, glowing bulbs strung overhead, and a view of the skyline that’s worth every overpriced cocktail on the menu.
“Look at you, Mr. Analyst,” my friend Nolan says, lifting his glass. “Didn’t I once find you passed out in a lecture hall clutching a stress ball?”
“I’m not denying it,” I say, laughing. “That stress ball saved my GPA.”
It feels good to be out. There’s music—upbeat but not too loud—and the scent of grilled shrimp and citrus mingles in the warm air. I loosen my tie. The champagne fizzes across my tongue like static.
Even in this crowd of fresh grads and future MBAs, I feel a little different tonight. Like the world’s cracked open a bit wider just for me. Like anything could happen.
We toast. We laugh. We order a cake for no reason.
And for one night, I forget to worry about what comes next.

      ***Monday arrives too quickly.
I step off the subway in a pressed navy suit, shoes buffed, hair neatly combed. It’s early, and the streets pulse with energy. Phones ring, horns honk, heels click across sidewalks like a rhythm no one questions.
Hawthorne & Blackstone’s building rises sleek and sharp into the morning sky, all glass and steel. The front lobby smells like cedarwood polish and roasted espresso, the kind of scent that screams power in a whisper. Every surface gleams.
A receptionist checks me in and hands me a visitor badge. “Please head to the twenty-ninth floor,” she says with a smile. “HR will meet you for onboarding.”
The elevator ride feels longer than it is.
By noon, I’ve signed confidentiality forms, watched orientation videos, and had my ID photo taken—twice, because my collar was uneven. They give me a company laptop and a thick handbook, then send me to the executive floor.
Alan Pike’s assistant meets me at the elevator.
“Mr. Henderson?” she says. “I’m Natalie. This way, please.”
She’s crisp in a dark green dress, efficient but friendly. Her heels make soft clicks against the polished floor as she leads me past an open-concept workspace where analysts tap away at glowing screens and phones buzz like a beehive.
“Mr. Pike likes to meet new hires personally,” she says as we walk. “He believes in making strong first impressions.”
I’m not sure if that’s reassuring or ominous.
We stop outside a tall oak door. She knocks once, then opens it.
Alan Pike stands at the window, back to us, hands clasped behind him. He turns as we enter, and I see him clearly for the first time.
He’s tall, lean, and probably late forties. His suit fits like it was stitched directly onto him. His salt-and-pepper hair is combed back with precision, and his smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
“Liam,” he says, striding forward to shake my hand. “Welcome aboard.”
“Thank you, sir. I’m honored to be here.”
He gestures for me to sit across from his enormous desk, where a single black pen rests at perfect right angles to a stack of files.
“I’ve reviewed your academic record. Impressive. Top of your class. No red flags. That’s rare.”
I nod, unsure if he’s complimenting me or warning me to stay that way.
“You’re going to be exposed to a lot here,” he continues. “Complex deals. Big money. We reward loyalty, Henderson. Discretion. You’ll learn that quickly.”
His gaze is steady, measuring.
“Yes, sir,” I say, keeping my posture straight. My palms sweat, but I keep them hidden on my knees.
He gives a tight smile. “Natalie will show you to your desk.”
And just like that, the meeting ends.

      ***My desk is near the glass, with a view of the city and a monitor so wide it nearly swallows my keyboard. I settle into the chair, trying not to look as nervous as I feel. I open the welcome packet, which contains passwords, protocols, and contact lists.
My inbox pings.
First day. First test.
I glance out the window at the skyline, steady myself, and breathe.
Whatever this job turns out to be—however far I rise or how hard I fall—I’m here.
And I’m ready.
The day slips by in a blur of logins, emails, and half-remembered names.
Chicago hums just outside the towering windows, a steady rhythm of taxi horns and crosswalk chatter. The sky’s shifted from early brightness to a silvery gray, clouds hanging heavy over the river. From up here, it’s hard to tell whether it’s cold or just the glass giving that illusion of distance, but either way, it suits the mood.
I dive into the firm’s internal database—my first assigned review task. It’s standard stuff, or so I’m told. A backlogged file of trades that needs a second pass before final reconciliation. Dozens of transactions line the screen, each marked with code identifiers and dollar signs. 
I open the spreadsheet, sipping from the cappuccino Natalie brought me earlier. The cup’s long gone lukewarm, but I keep drinking anyway. Something about it feels grounding.
For the first hour, it’s all smooth.
Then I hit line 147.
I frown and scroll back up, comparing the totals again. The trade volume listed doesn’t match the timestamp from the previous update. It’s off by—what, forty thousand?
I squint, recalculating. The discrepancy isn’t massive—not enough to scream fraud—but definitely enough to raise a question. 
Someone updated the total manually without adjusting the corresponding documentation. Either that or the system glitched and duplicated the entry.
“Hmm,” I murmur, clicking into the breakdown tab.
I don’t recognize the client name—Remley Capital Partners. I flag the cell with a yellow mark and jot a quick note. It could be an input error, or it could be nothing.
But something about it bugs me.
The rest of the file isn’t much better. A couple more transactions under the same umbrella show similar mismatches. They’re subtle. Just enough to slide under the radar. If I weren’t fresh off a forensic accounting course with a professor who preached precision like gospel, I probably wouldn’t have noticed.
I sit back in my chair, tapping the edge of my laptop.
Do I flag it? Ask questions?
My gut says yes.
But my brain—my brand-new-employee, don’t-rock-the-boat brain—tells me I’d better wait.
It’s my first day. I’ve been here less than eight hours. I’m still trying to remember which hallway leads to the good coffee machine and whether I need to call Alan Pike “sir” or not.
I glance toward the corner office. Pike’s door is closed. It hasn’t opened since I left it earlier, and somehow, I get the impression that’s how he likes it. He’s not the kind of boss who makes idle chit-chat or strolls through the bullpen asking how your weekend went.
I tap my pen against the desk, pull up my notes, and slide the trade discrepancy under a section marked Follow-Up Later.
It’s probably just a system error—a missed carryover in the formula or a column that didn’t refresh.
That kind of thing happens all the time. Right?
Still, the feeling lingers. Like a thread hanging from a perfect suit—you can’t see it unless you look close, but once you do, it’s all you can see.

      ***By five-thirty, the office starts to thin out.
Some analysts move in packs, grabbing drinks or heading out for networking events. Others move quickly, eyes down, earphones in. I hang back, pretending to organize files while watching the patterns.
It’s interesting—how quiet this floor is when the city below still buzzes with life. My corner desk has a good view of the Chicago River, where boats glide along in lazy streaks of white foam. Traffic builds on Wacker Drive, brake lights blinking in slow succession.
Natalie passes my desk on her way out, still in heels, still composed.
“You settling in okay?” she asks.
I nod. “Yes, thanks. Everyone’s been helpful.”
She smiles politely, like she’s heard that answer before. “Mr. Pike doesn’t typically need anything after six. You’re fine to head out.”
“I’ll just finish one last thing.”
She gives me a knowing look, somewhere between sympathy and approval. “Don’t let this place claim your nights too quickly.”
Once she’s gone, I reopen the spreadsheet.
Something still doesn’t sit right.
I double-check the backend report for Remley Capital. No obvious red flags in the client profile, but the frequency of trades, the sizes, and the spread timing feel… off. 
Too consistent. 
Too perfect.
Numbers don’t lie. But they do bend, if you apply enough pressure.
I close the file again.
I don’t want to be the guy who finds something sketchy on his first day and goes charging into battle with half-baked assumptions and a red pen. That’s how you get shown the exit before your nameplate even arrives.
Besides, I don’t have the full picture yet.
I’ll dig deeper tomorrow. Quietly.
If it’s nothing, I’ll forget it. If it’s something—well, I’ll deal with that then.
Outside, the air is crisp with the scent of rain. A light drizzle starts as I walk to the train, speckling my suit jacket and cooling my face. I pull my collar tighter and let the noise of the city wrap around me—Chicago at dusk, equal parts chaos and charm.
My phone buzzes in my pocket.
It’s a group text from the guys.
Matt: Heard H&B hired you. Now you’re officially one of them. Do I need to start calling you “sir”?
Jake: If you start using hedge fund lingo in conversation, I’m blocking you.
Derek: Congrats, man. We’re proud of you. Let’s grab beers next weekend if you’re around.
I smile, typing back a quick reply. The ache in my shoulders lightens. For all the intensity of today, it’s good to remember where I came from. Who’s still in my corner.
As the train rumbles through the tunnels, I lean my head back against the cool window. The lights flicker overhead, and the quiet hum of the ride lets my mind drift.
I should feel triumphant. And I do—mostly.
But the numbers still sit in the back of my mind like a warning whisper.
Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I’m overthinking it.
But maybe, just maybe… it’s the first sign that something isn’t right.

      ***By the time I get back to my apartment, the rain has turned into a slow, steady drizzle that paints the sidewalks in glistening streaks of light. The elevator in my building makes its usual protesting whine as it hauls me to the fourth floor, and I push into my unit with a deep exhale, shrugging off my damp jacket.
It smells like laundry detergent and takeout—because that’s pretty much all I’ve lived on for the past few weeks. My backpack lands on the floor with a soft thud, and I toe off my shoes, dragging myself into the kitchen, where I microwave the last of the leftover Thai from Sunday.
I sit at the edge of my bed with the container in hand, chopsticks tapping against the plastic lid as I scroll through emails on my phone. 
My muscles ache. My brain’s fried. But I can’t stop thinking about those trade entries. 
Like a riddle I haven’t solved yet.
My phone vibrates just as I’m setting it down.
Ryan.
His name lights up the screen with a photo of him grinning in a hoodie next to his dog, Max, who looks like he’s about to steal Ryan’s sandwich. I smile without meaning to and hit accept.
“Hey,” I say, balancing the phone against my shoulder again.
“Look who’s finally out of hiding,” he says.
I laugh, letting the sound shake off some of the tension in my chest. “I survived my first day. Barely.”
“Let me guess—leather chairs, million-dollar views, and coffee strong enough to melt paint?”
“All of the above,” I say, reaching for my water bottle. “The office looks like something out of a movie. The CEO has this corner space that feels like he’s overseeing an empire.”
“That Pike guy, right?”
“Yeah. Alan Pike. He’s sharp. Intense, too. Kind of guy you don’t want to be on the wrong side of.”
“Sounds like you’ve already made enemies.”
“Not yet,” I say, but the words feel heavier than they should. I swirl the noodles in the box, my appetite fading. “It’s just... I don’t know. Something felt off in the files I reviewed. Little inconsistencies.”
Ryan goes quiet for a beat. “Like what? Sketchy stuff?”
“Could be nothing,” I answer quickly. “A glitch. I’ll check it out again tomorrow.”
“You sure you’re not just seeing ghosts after finals burnout?”
“Maybe.” But I don’t believe it.
Ryan exhales. “Just keep your head clear. You’ve worked too hard to get where you are, Liam. Don’t jump into something unless you’re absolutely sure.”
“I know,” I say quietly.
There’s another pause, but it’s comfortable this time. Familiar.
Then Ryan says, “Hey. We’re all getting together at the diner next weekend. Derek, Matt, Jake, the whole crew. Even Ethan says he might show if someone brings him decent coffee.”
I grin at the thought. “Patty still working there?”
“Of course. She threatened to spit in our pancakes if we didn’t tip better. Some things never change.”
I chuckle. That place, that group… they’re my roots. My foundation. It’s been months since I was back home—too many, really. The thought of sitting in that booth by the window, Max asleep under the table, Patty pouring refills with a wink—it tugs at something in my chest I didn’t realize I missed.
“You should come,” Ryan adds. “We’ll save your seat.”
“I’ll think about it,” I say, even though part of me already knows I will.
“Don’t think too long,” he warns. “You’re not too big-time for us yet, Henderson.”
I smile. “Not even close.”
We hang up a few minutes later. I set my phone on the nightstand and lean back against the pillows, staring at the ceiling.
Outside, the rain keeps tapping against the window like fingers drumming a quiet rhythm. Chicago sleeps with one eye open, and somewhere out there, my new job is waiting for me to show up tomorrow and prove I belong.
But as I lie there, listening to the city’s heartbeat and thinking about spreadsheets and hometown diners and friends who’ve never once let me down—I realize I’m standing right on the edge of something.
Something that could define me.
Or destroy me.






  
  Chapter two
Mia

The Audit Assignment


Some days, I wonder if I went into the wrong line of work. 
Today is one of those days.
“Let me get this straight,” I say, trying to keep my tone professional despite the heat rising behind my ribs, “you’re telling me there’s no conflict of interest in the CEO awarding his brother-in-law a five-million-dollar contract with zero bids or documentation?”
Across the table, three men in suits glance at each other like middle schoolers caught cheating. No one meets my eyes.
One finally clears his throat. “It was an internal restructuring. Not... a procurement issue.”
I arch a brow. “You put it through the capital expenditures ledger under ‘internal infrastructure support.’ That’s procurement.”
“I believe we’re done here,” the client’s attorney cuts in with a tight smile. “We’ll review the language with our board.”
Which means, we’re going to bury it in red tape until you get tired of pushing.
I nod, though it feels like swallowing vinegar. “I’ll submit my findings by Monday.”
The three of them leave without a thank-you. I remain in the boardroom for a moment longer, staring out the 20th-floor window of their downtown high-rise. Chicago stretches far below, a maze of rooftops, old brick facades, and glass towers that sparkle like armor in the afternoon light.
Everything down there moves with purpose. Speed. Power.
I used to want to be part of that world—no, I used to believe I could change it.
Now I’m just the person who keeps pointing out what’s broken... and watching people nod while doing absolutely nothing about it.

      ***Back at Callahan & Price, the tension doesn’t ease—it clings to me like the humidity just outside the lobby doors.
The firm is only ten blocks north, in a sandstone mid-rise with arched windows and brass lettering etched into the glass: CALLAHAN & PRICE, LLP.
Inside, it smells like fresh paper, designer coffee, and ambition so sharp you can feel it cut you if you’re not careful.
I pull my blazer off and toss it over my arm, scanning the firm’s reception as I pass. There’s a small, white orchid near the front desk that someone waters daily, but no one truly notices. That’s what it’s like here—everything immaculate, nothing personal.
As I head toward my office, I spot Janet leaning against the edge of the copy room table, sipping from her monogrammed travel mug.
“Don’t tell me that meeting ran over again,” she says, eyeing me over the rim of her glasses.
“Only by forty minutes,” I mutter. “New record. I’m thinking of getting a plaque made.”
She snorts. “Was this the construction bid case?”
“Yup. More nepotism, more lies. This time dressed up in buzzwords and zero transparency.”
Janet straightens, brushing back a strand of her perfectly highlighted hair. “What happened to the version of you that thought the law was noble?”
“She got steamrolled by corporate politics and a guy named Carl who kept calling me Miss Stevens even after I corrected him twice.”
Janet makes a face. “Carl sounds like a walking HR violation.”
“He probably is.”
We share a moment of silent commiseration as I dig into my tote bag for my planner. But before I can escape to my office to decompress, the firm’s admin assistant, Jasmine, approaches from down the hall.
“Mia? Mr. Langston wants to see you in his office.”
Just like that, my moment of calm vanishes.
“Now?” I ask.
She nods. “Said it’s time-sensitive.”
Great. Either someone’s suing us or someone’s about to. I plaster on my neutral expression and head toward the managing partner’s office.

      ***Peter Langston always smells faintly of cedar and too-expensive cologne. His office is lined with law books no one actually reads and family photos that show he once smiled more than he does now.
He’s on the phone when I step in, motioning toward a chair across from his desk. I sit, setting my tote on the floor. His desk is pristine—an executive's version of a stage. Only a single file folder rests near his elbow, open just enough for me to see a header I recognize:
Hawthorne & Blackstone.
My stomach tightens.
Langston hangs up with a final clipped goodbye and turns to me. “Mia. Just the person I needed.”
“That’s never a good sign.”
He doesn’t smile. “I’m assigning you to lead a corporate audit. Time-sensitive, high visibility. You’ll be embedded on-site for a while.”
I fold my hands in my lap. “Which client?”
He taps the folder. “Hawthorne & Blackstone.”
Just hearing the name makes something low in my chest clench.
“I thought we’d finished with them after the Oakwell merger review.”
“We did,” he says smoothly. “But there’s... new interest in their books. SEC flagged something in a recent quarterly disclosure. Nothing official yet, just pre-audit buzz. H&B wants to get ahead of it.”
“So it’s cleanup work.”
“It’s compliance,” he corrects, which is code for we’re not saying it’s shady, but it probably is.
I hesitate. “You know I’ve worked this firm before.”
“Exactly why I’m sending you. You know the players, the structure, the tone.”
That’s one way to put it.
I know enough to remember that half their executive floor speaks in smoke signals and blank smiles. That I flagged two anomalies during the Oakwell audit, and both vanished in a sea of ‘corrected statements’ before I could escalate them.
Langston narrows his eyes like he’s waiting for me to object. I want to. I really do.
But what would be the point?
Saying no doesn’t mean someone else will magically hold them accountable. It just means I’ll watch from the sidelines as someone else covers it up.
“All right,” I say finally. “When do they want me?”
“Tomorrow morning. When you arrive, they’ll issue you an internal access badge. Start with a surface sweep. If anything concerns you, we'll go deeper.”
I nod, biting the inside of my cheek. “Understood.”
As I stand to leave, Langston adds, “And Mia—be smart about this one.”
Which isn’t about being smart. It’s about being careful. Discreet. Palatable.
And for a brief moment, I wonder how long I can keep doing this without losing the part of me that still wants to fight for what’s right.

      ***Back at my desk, I slump into my chair and flip open my laptop. The loading screen reflects my tired expression in soft, silver-blue light.
I glance across the aisle and catch Janet’s curious look.
“Hawthorne & Blackstone,” I say flatly.
“Oof. Again?”
I nod. “Langston wants me in their building first thing.”
She walks over, her heels soft on the carpet, and sets her coffee down beside my keyboard. “What are you going to do about it this time?” 
“What else can I do, except check if I missed something last time. Honestly, people at H&B act like there is nothing wrong and whoever maintains the record, they are very crafty with the stealth in numbers. If you don’t look too close, you won’t catch a single error.” I huff. 
“Come on, you’ll get through it. You always do.” She grins at me. 
I wave her off and start piling up the files. 
No matter who I see tomorrow—whether it’s a ghost from the past or another CEO with too many secrets—I’ll do my job.
Even if it means holding the mirror up to the very system I once believed I could fix.
The office quiets after five.
Most of the junior associates have trickled out, and the soft clatter of keys and occasional hum of the copier echo through the open space like a fading heartbeat. I remain at my desk, staring at the summary sheet of Hawthorne & Blackstone’s corporate history.
It’s impressive. Global partnerships. Explosive growth over the past decade. A client portfolio full of high-net-worth names and multinational firms. On paper, they’re pristine—maybe too pristine. Like the edges are just a little too polished.
I scroll down to the line item marked “Internal Audit Adjustments – Q3, Previous Fiscal Year.”
Three corrections.
No explanation.
My eyes narrow. I may have only scratched the surface, but even now I can feel it: that same hollow sensation I get when something doesn’t add up. The kind that tugs at your instincts before your brain catches up. It’s subtle. Easy to miss. 
Like perfume clinging to the air long after someone’s left the room.
Why would the SEC flag them now? Unless something’s changed.
Or someone talked.
I rub the back of my neck, jaw tight. I’m reluctant to get involved with this firm again—partly because of the power games they play behind conference room doors. 
But also, because I remember what it felt like last time: watching my concerns get buried under polite smiles and reworded statements until they vanished completely.
I remember being told, “You’re overreaching. That’s not how we do things here.”
I believed them. I let it go.
That still burns.
I glance at the clock: 6:12 PM.
The overhead lights flicker slightly as they switch to energy-saving mode. A few warm pools of golden light spill across the desks and carpet, casting soft shadows against the walls. It’s quiet, comfortable, but the kind of comfortable that feels like a lullaby before a storm.
I grab my jacket and purse, pushing my chair back with a sigh, and head to Janet’s office. Her light’s still on.
Janet’s space is a mix of elegant and cozy—an oversized mug that reads Legally Blonde (and Brutal) sits on her windowsill, and there’s a knit throw draped over her guest chair that she swears is purely decorative, though I’ve seen her wrapped in it on more than one late night.
She’s half-buried in files when I knock lightly.
“Tell me you’re here to drag me out of here,” she says without looking up.
“Only if you promise not to hate me when I vent for the next twenty minutes.”
She looks up immediately, waving me in. “Always. Sit.”
I drop into the chair across from her desk and kick off my heels, wiggling my toes. “I’m still wrapping my head around the freshly thrown assignment in my lap.”
She lets out a low whistle. “ That’s a full-circle moment. Seems like someone blew the whistle this time. ”
“Right? I flagged issues last time. Mild ones. And now I’m wondering if I was seeing smoke where there was actual fire.”
Janet’s face softens. “So what’s the hesitation?”
I hesitate. Not because I don’t know what to say, but because I know exactly what I don’t want to admit.
“It’s the same dance,” I say finally. “Clients who say the right things, lawyers who smooth the truth, and executives who get to walk away with their hands clean. We do the work, raise the red flags... and then nothing happens.”
“Except your name gets whispered like you’re the problem,” she finishes, nodding.
I give her a tired smile. “Exactly.”
“And the other hesitation?” she asks, voice lighter now, teasing.
I blink. “What do you mean?”
Janet grows quiet for a moment, her tone softening. “Mia, you know I love you, right?”
“Obviously. I let you borrow my favorite heels last week.”
She chuckles. “True. But seriously—can I be honest?”
I nod, already bracing for it.
“You’ve got one of the strongest moral compasses I’ve ever seen. But sometimes, I think you use that compass like a shield. You’ll be good. I’m about to finish the last review.”
I look down at my lap, fingers tightening around the strap of my purse. Before I can answer, my phone rings and a smile spreads across my face seeing Stacy’s name light up the screen. 
“I’ll wait outside. Gotta take this call.” I walk out of Janet’s office and head to my desk as I answer the phone. 
“Well, finally, The Ironwood Table’s secret owner has time to call her BFF.” 
“Ah, come on, Mia. You know how it is with a new restaurant that been functional for a few months. Derek and I have been busy improvising things. How are things at your end? Still busy slashing the records and making people shift in their seats?” I can picture Stacy smiling as she speaks.
“Ah. Don’t get me started, Stacy. You know how things always have been. And to make things worse, I’m assigned to audit H&B, again.” I roll my eyes. 
“Again? You assessed them last year. There are still a few months until the next fiscal year.” The shock in Stacy’s voice is evident.
“Yeah. The SEC seems to have flagged it and as usual Langston thought it would be best to send me back there as I worked this firm before. I wonder if I miss something the last time I audited this firm.” I fix a lose hair strand behind my ear.
“Mia, I have known you for as long as I can remember and for what I know, you are never the one to leave even a tiniest trail. But that doesn’t mean you can’t be fooled. We all know how data is overwritten or altered whenever the audit is happening. So don’t be hard on yourself and make sure to pay close attention this time when  you go there.” 
I look at the picture of Stacy and I from our last meeting before she went to Maple Ridge, resting on my desk.
She continues, gently, “You’ve been burned. By colleagues. By men who didn’t deserve you. I’ve watched you fight for people who turned around and buried you the moment you made them uncomfortable. I get why you hesitate. I do. But if anyone can go into a place like H&B and come out with something real—it’s you.”
I blink hard. Her words hit deeper than I expect.
“You think I’m jaded.”
“I think you’re tired of being the only person in the room telling the truth.”
That’s... not wrong.
I reach for the mug that Janet handed me when I left her office and take a sip. It's lukewarm and flavored like gingerbread and resilience.
“Do you really think there’s something shady going on?” I ask quietly.
Stacy speaks softly. “I think you think there is. And that’s usually enough.”

      ***Later, I walk home through the early evening haze, the streets of River North glowing gold from the last rays of sun. The scent of roasted chestnuts wafts from a vendor cart near the train station, mingling with the sharp city tang of exhaust and rain-soaked pavement.
People rush past—headphones in, phones out, shoulders hunched against the breeze. Everyone is going somewhere, doing something, chasing a finish line only they can see.
I used to be like that.
Now I walk a little slower. Eyes open. Looking for the cracks.
The truth is, Stacy’s right. I have been burned. Too many times. Once, by a mentor I admired, who stole my ideas and presented them as his own. Once by someone I dated for three months, who, as it turned out, was already engaged to someone else. And more times than I can count, by clients who smiled in the room and twisted the narrative the second my back was turned.
It’s why I keep my guard up. Why I rarely let anyone in. Why I’ve earned a reputation for being “professional,” “methodical,” and “detached.”
Better to be a little distant than be disappointed again.
But this assignment… it nags at me. Not just because of what might be hidden in the files. But because deep down, I can feel it:
This time, something’s different.






  
  Chapter three
Liam

The Last Person I Expected


AWeek Later, 
“Maybe it’s nothing.”
I tell myself that for the third time this morning as I stand in front of the bathroom mirror, toothbrush in one hand, a tie in the other. But no matter how many times I say it, the numbers from yesterday keep crawling back into my brain.
Remley Capital. Line 147. Forty thousand dollars off.
Probably a system glitch, I think, rinsing and spitting. Could’ve been a formula error. Maybe someone fat-fingered the data entry.
Still, I flagged it. Not officially—just a quiet note in my personal spreadsheet, buried beneath a generic label: Review Later.
But I didn’t sleep well. The numbers looped in my head like a broken song. It wasn’t just the one transaction. It was the pattern. Precise intervals. Rounded totals where none should be. It all felt… orchestrated.
It’s been only a week at H&B, and every time I try to look at the data from a different perspective, I can’t ignore the discrepancies that appear loud and clear on my screen.
And I’m not sure what’s worse: that it might be something big… or that I might be wrong.
I sigh and run a hand through my hair, which refuses to cooperate this morning. It sticks up at the back no matter how many times I flatten it. I throw on my jacket, grab my laptop bag, and head out the door into the cool Chicago morning.

      ***The train is crowded and smells faintly like coffee, wet wool, and stress. A woman to my right scrolls through a parenting blog. A guy across from me mutters into his Bluetooth about “leveraged assets and quarterly margins.”
I tune them out, staring out the window as the skyline comes into view—sleek, glassy towers rising into the gray sky, reflecting early sunlight like armor. I’m dressed like I belong there. Crisp shirt, pressed pants, polished shoes. But inside, I feel off-balance.
By the time I get to the office, the bullpen on our floor is already buzzing. Phones ring. Keyboards clatter. Someone’s laughing way too loud by the espresso machine.
I drop my bag beside my desk and log in. The screen glows to life, and there it is again—Remley Capital—taunting me from the open document I left bookmarked.
Before I can fall too deep into the data, Brett, one of the senior analysts, slides into the seat next to mine with his usual swagger and a cup of iced coffee clutched in one hand like a trophy.
“You hear the news?” he asks, raising a brow.
I glance at him, wary. “What news?”
“We’re getting a visitor.”
My stomach tenses. “What kind of visitor?”
“Legal. External audit consultant.” He takes a long sip. “Upper floor’s all tight-lipped, but word is she’s here to look into compliance procedures. Something about preemptive transparency.”
I stare at him, pulse spiking. “We’re being reviewed?”
“Not us specifically,” he says. “Just the firm. It’s probably just for show. You know how they are—keep things clean in case the SEC sneezes.”
I lean back in my chair. “Still feels like a babysitter.”
Brett smirks. “Exactly what I said. Like we need someone peeking over our shoulders, double-checking our math.”
I try to laugh along, but the knot in my stomach tightens.
I glance back at my screen.
If I’m right—and something is off—then maybe the review isn’t a coincidence. Maybe someone higher up knows more than they’re letting on. But if I’m wrong, and this is all just a formality, then flagging anything now could make me look paranoid.
I tap my pen against my notebook, trying to focus.
“I heard she’s good,” Brett adds, standing. “Sharp. No BS. She’ll probably be parked up on twenty-nine. Good luck if she ever circles down here.”
I nod absently as he walks away, his cologne trailing behind him—something citrusy and too bold for the office. My stomach sinks with the kind of unease that makes my neck itch.
A legal audit means questions. Questions mean pressure.
And pressure? That makes people act weird.
I close the spreadsheet.
Just for now.
An hour later, I’m in a team sync meeting on the twenty-seventh floor. The glass walls overlook the river, sunlight glinting off the water like coins scattered from the sky. The room smells faintly of toner and the lavender-scented hand sanitizer someone left on the table.
Alan Pike enters last. He doesn’t rush. He never does. He walks like the room adjusts to him, not the other way around.
Everyone goes quiet.
“Morning,” he says, in that smooth, measured voice that always sounds both welcoming and vaguely threatening.
The meeting runs like most do—updates, strategy chatter, a few dry jokes tossed around like bones. But near the end, Pike glances down at his tablet, then up at us.
“Just so you’re aware, we’ll have a third-party compliance consultant on-site starting today,” he says. “Standard procedure. Be cooperative. Be smart.”
His eyes sweep across the room. They land on me for a second too long.
“Questions?”
No one raises a hand.
“Good,” he says. “Back to work.”

      ***Back at my desk, I can’t concentrate. Every click of a heel in the hallway makes me glance toward the elevator. I tell myself it’s curiosity. But deep down, it feels more like anticipation.
And then it happens.
A soft ding.
Elevator doors open.
And I freeze.
Because walking out—calm, composed, file folder tucked beneath one arm—is someone I absolutely didn’t expect to see again.
Mia Stevens.
It’s been a long time. But I’d know her anywhere.
She hasn’t changed much. Still sharp. Still collected. Dressed in a pale gray blazer, her dark hair swept into a low twist. Her expression is unreadable, eyes scanning the bullpen with quiet calculation.
I’m halfway out of my chair before I even realize it.
Of all the legal consultants in this city, it had to be her?
Brett passes behind me and whistles low. “Guess the babysitter’s here.”
Yeah. She’s here, all right.
And suddenly, this day just got a lot more complicated.
I don’t know how long I stand there watching her. Maybe a few seconds. Maybe longer.
Mia Stevens walks across the bullpen like she’s done it a hundred times—graceful, composed, completely in control. Her heels click softly against the marble floor, her eyes skimming over the workspace, gathering every detail. She doesn’t notice me right away. I’m just one more suit behind a desk.
But I notice everything about her.
She looks sharper than I remember. Not colder exactly, but more self-contained. Like whatever fire used to flicker behind those dark eyes has been banked into something focused. Controlled.
And then she turns, and her gaze lands right on me.
She blinks once.
There’s a flicker of recognition.
But she doesn’t smile. Doesn’t nod. Just moves on like I’m a file she’s already read and filed away.
Still... she saw me.
Which means this isn’t just awkward—it’s a full-blown collision waiting to happen.
Ten minutes later, we’re all called into the executive conference room for an orientation briefing about the “third-party audit consultant.”
The room smells like leather chairs, fresh coffee, and tension. Everyone’s making nervous small talk or pretending they aren’t curious. I sit near the back, trying to look casual, but my pulse thumps loud in my ears.
Alan Pike enters first.
He doesn’t waste time.
“We’ll be conducting a high-level compliance review,” he says. “Nothing to worry about if we’re all doing our jobs.”
Then, with a slight nod to the doorway, he adds, “Our consultant will be working closely with a few of you over the coming days. I expect full cooperation.”
The door opens.
And there she is—again.
Mia walks in, folder in hand, and this time, everyone does notice. Conversations cut off mid-sentence. Heads turn. A few of the guys at the table sit up a little straighter.
I don’t move.
I just sit there with my hands folded tightly on my lap and try not to react.
“Ms. Mia Stevens,” Pike says smoothly. “Corporate legal consultant with Callahan & Price. She’ll be leading this review.”
Mia gives a professional nod. “Good morning. I’ll be reviewing key compliance procedures and financial record structures. Please know this isn’t an internal investigation—it’s a proactive sweep, and I’ll do my best to be efficient and non-disruptive.”
Her voice is steady. Clear. No nonsense. No emotion.
But her eyes don’t stray toward me.
Not once.
It shouldn’t sting. But it does.
I shift in my chair, memories stirring in the quiet space between her words.
Law school. Networking mixer. Late autumn.
She wore a navy coat with buttons shaped like anchors. We talked about everything but school: books, documentaries, and how to fix broken systems. I remember the fire in her then—this almost defiant hope that the law could still mean something.
We laughed. We challenged each other. And then, just when it felt like maybe it was something, I pulled away.
Not because I didn’t want it. But because I was already building walls. I had one foot out the door and a dozen reasons to run. I never followed up. Never reached out. Not even a courtesy message.
The next time I saw her, she walked past me at a recruiting event like I didn’t exist.
Guess I deserved that.
And now?
Now she’s walking the front of the room, laying out her audit process, and I’m sitting there pretending we’re strangers. Like, there’s no history. No unfinished sentence between us.
“Any questions?” she asks, closing her folder.
A few analysts shake their heads. Pike gives her a nod of approval and starts wrapping up the meeting.
I glance down at my notebook. The corner is bent from where my fingers keep pressing into it.
No questions from me.
Not yet.

      ***As the room begins to clear, I stay behind, half-expecting her to glance my way. A flicker. A hello. Even a look.
But Mia moves straight to Pike, exchanging a few words quietly before exiting the room like a
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