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      To every woman who’s ever been called difficult for refusing to be complicit.

      Stay difficult, darling. The world’s counting on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Playlist

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Jake

      

      
        2. Daisy

      

      
        3. Daisy

      

      
        4. Jake

      

      
        5. Daisy

      

      
        6. Jake

      

      
        7. Daisy

      

      
        8. Jake

      

      
        9. Daisy

      

      
        10. Jake

      

      
        11. Daisy

      

      
        12. Jake

      

      
        13. Daisy

      

      
        14. Daisy

      

      
        15. Jake

      

      
        16. Daisy

      

      
        17. Jake

      

      
        18. Daisy

      

      
        19. Jake

      

      
        20. Daisy

      

      
        21. Jake

      

      
        22. Daisy

      

      
        23. Jake

      

      
        24. Daisy

      

      
        25. Daisy

      

      
        26. Jake

      

      
        27. Jake

      

      
        28. Daisy

      

      
        29. Jake

      

      
        30. Daisy

      

      
        31. Daisy

      

      
        32. Daisy

      

      
        33. Jake

      

      
        34. Daisy

      

      
        35. Daisy

      

      
        36. Daisy

      

      
        37. Jake

      

      
        38. Daisy

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Bonus Epilogue

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Gratitude

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Isabel Jolie

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The only two things you can truly depend upon are gravity and greed.

      – Jack Palance

      

      Greed is not a financial issue. It’s a heart issue.

      – Andy Stanley
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      The darkness swallows me whole. Without the floodlights, I’m running blind, arms outstretched, trying to remember the layout. The hangar’s metal wall hits my palms first, cold and unforgiving. I feel my way along it, trying to control my ragged breathing.

      “Jake?” I whisper.

      My foot catches on something soft.

      I drop to my knees, my hands finding fabric, warmth, the solid bulk of a body. My fingers trace up—cargo pants, broad shoulders, beard.

      “Jake. Jake!”

      My fingers skid through something tacky; I lift my hand.

      Blood. How much blood?

      “Please, please, please,” I pray, searching for the wound.

      My hands find his chest, feeling for the rise and fall.

      That’s when I hear the thuds.

      Footsteps. Measured. Deliberate.

      Not rushing like someone fleeing a crime scene. Walking like someone who knows exactly where their prey hides.

      Trapped prey, meaning there’s no need for quiet.

      The crickets go silent. Even the wind holds its breath.

      This is all my fault.

      What have I done?
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            JAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      One month earlier

      

      Rain drums on the windows, my beer’s sweating, and from the look on his face it’s clear that Hudson’s not here to celebrate. He walks in like he owns the place—tall, pressed, all sharp edges. Even in a dive bar on a rainy Tuesday afternoon, the man commands the room.

      “I’ll take an IPA,” he tells Noah, who’s leaning against the bar. “Put it on KOAN.”

      “Yes, sir,” Noah fires back, all clipped and professional.

      This was supposed to be a pat-on-the-back beer after our first op, but Hudson’s posture says mission brief, not congratulations. I settle deeper in my chair, rain rattling the windows, and remind myself that at least this kind of job comes with a paycheck and no chain of command breathing down my neck.

      KOAN’s pitch is simple: go where the government won’t, cut down corruption where influence puts people above the law, and take the jobs too messy for official channels. Remote when we can; boots down when we have to. It ain’t the Navy, but it’s still a fight worth showing up for.

      We knocked out our first op two days ago. This little rendezvous reminds me of the team I left behind, and with that reminder, there’s an undeniable pang. My old team, they’re off fighting the real battles. The ones often fought in the dark, the ones that make a real difference. But every frogman taps out one day. My day just came a mite earlier than expected.

      Sucks to say it, but I aged out of that world. Wasn’t the hearing, although artillery over the years did a number on it, leaving me asking “What?” way too often. Wasn’t the shrapnel so deep in my shoulder that it’s there to stay and makes for crap sleep any night after a shoulder routine. Nope. All it took was one perky young doc with attention to detail. Heart abnormality. Boom. Goodbye, Navy. The other offer on the table? Corporate-park security. I chose KOAN.

      In what feels like a half-assed team-bonding exercise, I’m crashing in a rental with my new KOAN teammates, but we’ll be packing up this week and heading to our own places until we’re needed again.

      Light rain drenches the brick sidewalk and pavement outside The Ugly Dog. The raindrops trickling down the glass panes lend a sense of satisfaction that I knocked out my long run this morning and can sit back guilt-free for a celebratory drink with my team.

      It’s a far cry from the team I left behind. But I’m still kicking. In combat and in life, you take the hits and keep moving. That’s the game.

      When I met Hudson, KOAN’s director, I wasn’t sure if I’d like the buzz-cut stiff, but like me, he’s former Spec-Ops, although he went the Army track. He hasn’t said what brought him back into civilian life, and I haven’t asked.

      Whereas I’m more of a full beard, floppy hair, screw-the-dress-code type, he’s textbook military. I can see why he’s the top dog. He’ll be good with clients, and from what I can tell, he’s as level-headed as they come.

      The most important factor though—the reason why I insisted on a face-to-face before I took this job—my gut says he’s trustworthy. Sure, a paycheck’s nice, but I’m not one of those pricks who will break laws and kill for a living. Yeah, sure, some would claim I’ve gone dark, and I suppose I have since our little outfit is privately funded and aims for projects authorities either can’t or won’t touch, but like I told Hudson, I’m not here to wag my tail for a paycheck. Any project has to pass my sniff test before I buy-in, and he seems fine with that—another reason why he’s OK in my book.

      Hudson drops into the head chair, coaster twisting between his fingers. “Jake.” A quick nod.

      “Quinn coming?” I ask, meaning our resident tech. Odd one—doesn’t even play Call of Duty. I thought every coder did.

      “She’s busy.” He doesn’t elaborate. Typical.

      I glance at Noah, still jawing with Gwen at the bar. Gwen’s here most days, always with a smile and her old black Lab underfoot. A wall of dog photos grins down on her—ugly mutts, handsome retrievers, all of them loved. She laughs at whatever Noah says, sliding two full pints his way.

      “So. What’s our next gig?”

      That had been one of my hesitations about joining what you could call a “start-up.” But they assured me we’re fully funded, and even if the work hits a dry period, we’ll get our paychecks.

      “Let’s wait for Noah before I read you in.”

      We both look his way—still chatting up Gwen.

      “I’ll nudge him,” I say to Hudson.

      My boots echo in the quiet as I cross to the bar.

      “Where’s the music, Gwen?” Noah asks.

      “Whatchu wanna listen to?”

      “Anything but country,” Noah says, then looks to me. “You need another?”

      “No. Came to get your hairy-ass moving. We’ve got shop talk.”

      “Oh?” Noah’s gaze falls on Hudson and his ramrod straight posture, staring out the window at the rain, clearly waiting.

      When Hudson suggested we meet at The Ugly Dog, we thought it was all for the ole “good job, pat on the back, here’s a beer,” but apparently not. And I’m down with that, on account of staying employed and all.

      “Hey there, boss,” Noah says as we both slide on opposite benches, Noah facing the pub, me looking out on the rain.

      Hudson holds his beer up for a toast. “Here’s to a job completed. Well done, both of you.”

      Our glasses clink and I set mine down without taking a sip.

      “What’s our next gig?”

      I don’t need a recap of the past project. There’s no report to write.

      “Ironically,” Hudson says, “Rhodes MacMillan has hired us.”

      My brows lift. Our last op had been tailing MacMillan himself—only to learn the real snakes were his so-called friends. Rich people problems. “Corporate espionage?”

      Hudson shakes his head and flips his phone around. A photo fills the screen: sharp brown eyes, earrings climbing her lobe, dark hair pulled into two bushy little puffs. Lips set like she’s about to tell the world where to shove it.

      Daisy Jonas. Hard to forget.

      I remember the heat of gunfire, the stink of cordite, and her zip-tied hands trembling not with fear, but fury. She’d been ready to fight with nothing but rage and a glare. Tiny but fierce didn’t cover it. Not my usual type—hell, not even close—but damn if I didn’t like her fire. That girl could’ve been born in combat boots.

      “She’s MacMillan’s employee,” Hudson says. “Programmer. Someone close to her lost everything in a financial scam. She’s taken it on herself to dig in.”

      “She’s gonna play detective?” Noah smirks.

      Hudson’s mouth tightens. “MacMillan thinks she’s putting her head in a noose. He’s asked us to provide protective detail.”

      I didn’t think we really did that, but I won’t complain, given the size of my paycheck. When it comes to the sniff test, there’s no moral problem with protective detail, even if it’s a gig that won’t change the world. “Is there an ongoing police investigation?”

      “No. At least, not from the US side. At first glance, the company appears above board. Ms. Jonas believes the owner is too connected for anyone to dig deep, and she got herself a job working in the DC office.”

      “She’s going rogue,” Noah says with an appreciative grin.

      My first instincts were spot on; she’s fierce. But I’ve got questions.

      “Couldn’t she use ARGUS to get whatever information she needs and hand over the evidence to the cops?” ARGUS—MacMillan’s company—is an AI wizard that knows all. “Or the SEC or whoever deals with fraud?” Financial crimes are not my wheelhouse, but it seems getting hired by the firm is an unnecessary step.

      “She’s used ARGUS to conclude the firm has powerful connections that are likely killing any investigations. And she also uncovered some interesting coincidences.” Hudson runs a finger over the rim of his pint glass. “It’s why Rhodes called to inquire about our resources. Daisy’s convinced this firm is targeting unsuspecting investors, people like veterans and retirees. The person who lost everything was building a class action lawsuit before he died.”

      “Was it a suicide?”

      “No. Natural causes. He was old. Vietnam vet. But she wants to complete what he started. She’s convinced there’s fraud and thinks she needs to be onsite to find it. MacMillan says she either wants to get enough information to force the SEC or the DA to investigate or get what’s needed for some law firm out there to file a class-action suit. Given what MacMillan just went through, he’s concerned she might be…” Hudson lets the sentence drag.

      “In over her head,” Noah fills in.

      Hudson gives a brief affirmative nod and raps the table with his knuckles. “She’s more than an employee to MacMillan, she’s a friend. Sydney says she’s one of his best friends.”

      Sydney’s one of our KOAN teammates. She played front and center on our last op and wound up falling for MacMillan. The two lovebirds are taking this week to regroup. I think back to Daisy, and Sydney’s comment that she doesn’t live in DC, that she shouldn’t have been there to be used as bait.

      “That’s why Daisy was in DC,” I say.

      “The firm is headquartered in New York, but they’ve got servers in Virginia and a small outfit of sales guys in that area. Her job, where they hired her, is actually outside of DC, in Virginia. Basically the DC suburbs. We’re taking the case, not only as a favor to Rhodes and Sydney, but because KOAN is intrigued. We’ve done some of our own research, and we agree with Daisy. Something is off and someone’s pulling strings. There’s no other explanation for why there’s not an open investigation.”

      “According to the news these days, the SEC is short-staffed,” Noah says. “Same with the FBI.”

      “True. And the fraud needs to hit a significant dollar amount before it’s going to become a case. That might be all it is.” Hudson raps his knuckles against the table. “But given we’re partnering with MacMillan, there’s no harm in offering protective services when we have the available resources. If Daisy uncovers something more, we’ll be on the ground level to take the ball and run.”

      “Makes sense,” I say. “I still don’t get why MacMillan doesn’t just hire us to do the investigation. Daisy’s not an investigator, right? She told me she’s a programmer. If they’re only hiring coders, Quinn could get the job and while she might look like your neighborhood librarian she’s got skills.”

      “Everything you said is correct,” Hudson confirms. “But Daisy’s refusing help. She got the job without asking for MacMillan’s approval. She resigned from ARGUS, but he’s refused to accept her resignation. He’s worried about her, and Sydney suggested us. Typically, we’d refer him to a security outfit, but this has the potential to be a KOAN case.”

      “Look at Syd hooking us up with our next gig,” I say, grinning. “I’m in.” Something about this feels personal—maybe it’s the whole “life you save” thing. Not to mention, the victim is a veteran. Who the hell fleeces veterans?

      Amusement coats Noah’s ugly mug, but not Hudson’s.

      “What? I like Virginia. And Jonas is cool.” I pointedly say in Noah’s direction. “But if these people who hired her are the scammers she believes they are, wouldn’t they clock her as a risk?” I’m basically thinking it through while talking. “Or is she counting on them not connecting the dots to her connection to a fraud victim?”

      “He was her mom’s neighbor, not a blood relative,” Hudson answers. “There’s nothing to connect her as she hasn’t lived in Los Angeles for years. In theory, she should be safe, but protective detail is a precaution MacMillan wants to take.”

      “If you’ve got unlimited funds, sure,” Noah says, catching my eye, probably thinking the same thing I am. These billionaires are lunatics.

      “He’s instructed us to spare no expense.” Jobs like this are KOAN’s sweet spot—power plays, hidden rot, the kind of corruption that counts on nobody looking too closely. “So, Jake, can you be ready to head out tomorrow? For now, we’ll keep the base here.”

      “One person?” Noah asks, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

      “For now. Jake, since you volunteered, when you hit the ground, check it out, provide an assessment. Report back with resource needs. And Noah, you’re off to LA.”

      “I thought you said we weren’t investigating?” Noah asks, apparently not as thrilled as I’d be with an expense-paid trip to the West Coast.

      “Officially, we’re not. Daisy compiled a list of names of others that lost money to the same scam. A cluster in LA. The geographic cluster makes us think there’s a chance someone was going door to door. Go out there and see what you can find.”

      As I finish my beer, I can’t shake the feeling this is gonna be bigger than a simple protective detail. Not sure what it is that’s not sitting right. Maybe it’s as simple as—in my experience—it’s not a good idea for city folks to go poking at a wasp nest.

      On the muted TV behind the bar, a headline scrolls across the screen: SEC Questions Tech Firm Amid Fraud Allegations. Some suited exec sits stiff in front of a Senate panel. No sound, just the words FRAUD SCHEME pulsing red in the crawl.

      Noah catches it, snorts. “Swamp rats never change.”

      I finish my pint, but my gut stays tight. Protective detail, my ass. This isn’t a wasp nest—it’s a minefield. And I know better than most: mines don’t care if you think you’re just passing through.
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            DAISY

          

        

      

    

    
      My dress pants itch at the waist, and the silk tank sticks to my skin. I pinch the fabric and stretch it, then shift it in and out like a fan.

      It’s mid-morning, and the Java Mama’s overhead fans aren’t compensating for the absence of air conditioning. The sign on the open shop door read, “A/C’s busted. Getting it fixed. Try the iced coffee!”

      Based on the line I’m standing in, the sign did nothing to dissuade the caffeine addicted, of which I am one. Like the others in line, I peruse my phone, and finding nothing of interest, click on my horoscope app.

      Virgo - Today’s Forecast: “A significant new opportunity presents itself, but appearances may be deceiving. Trust your analytical nature when others seem too eager to please. A mysterious figure from your past influences current events more than you realize. In matters of the heart, an unexpected connection could challenge your carefully constructed walls. Financial temptation clouds your judgment—remember that the most expensive choices aren’t always the wisest ones. Lucky numbers: 3, 17, 29.”

      I roll my eyes and close the app. Horoscopes aren’t science, but I still love them anyway—because at least the stars don’t abandon you without warning.

      The television hanging precariously in the far corner, an old model with a rectangular body, shows the outside of Sterling Financial on the screen. Since there’s no camera crew down the street, the footage is stock or this news segment was pre-recorded. A woman in line nudges the man beside her. The volume is off, but the caption reads “Cryptocurrency Revolution.”

      Revolution. Right. Like calling a system crash a “feature update.”

      My phone lights up, and I adjust my suit coat over my arm to better type a response. I prefer dictation, but I’m in a crowded coffee shop and I’m not rude.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        HR called.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        U told them I’m the best you’ve ever had? Right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        I don’t like this.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Read the room. Not your call.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        Understood. Therefore I confirmed your fictional employment dates.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Ma’am? How can I help you?” The bandana wrapped around the woman’s head is soaked on the edges, and red curls and flyaways flutter under the fan’s breeze. I go to slide my phone into my back pocket, only to remember I don’t have a back pocket because I’m in uncomfortable suit pants.

      “I’ll take an iced vanilla coffee and…” I lean back to scan the picked over glass cabinet of baked goods. “A croissant.”

      “And I’ll take an iced tea, sweet, and a banana.”

      A muscular hand with light scars over the knuckles and a braided leather bracelet enters my peripheral vision, holding a credit card.

      Southern twang? Buying my breakfast?

      Really?

      I twist to confirm, that yes, it’s Jake Ryder, the beefy, gun wielding, GI Joe-type who played live action Captain America last weekend then stood around joking while cops swarmed around us. I spoke with him long enough to know he doesn’t live around here, which means I’ve a good idea why he’s in the coffee shop.

      “I’ve got it,” Jake says, his tee stretched taut over broad shoulders and biceps.

      “You always wear your T-shirts one size too small?”

      His half-chuckle morphs into a wide grin as he hooks his thumbs in his belt loops, which only makes the cotton stretch tighter.

      The tee’s doing overtime across linebacker shoulders and gym-rat pecs. Beard’s wilder than I remember—sun-caught gold at the ends. Hair pushed back by sunglasses: dark roots into accidental caramel. If he were even a little precious I’d blame a colorist. He’s not. Nature did that.

      “If you’d like to cop a feel...” He bends his elbow, flexing his bicep into a mound.

      Tempting, but I crinkle my nose in feigned disgust, fighting a smile. “Keep dreaming, GI Joe.”

      His grin says he digs my joke, but it’s the eyes that catch me. An unusual green that I must not have noticed that day in the warehouse because he wore goggles and shades later when we were outside. Or maybe it’s because way too much was going on that day for me to notice something like eye color. There’s always that possibility.

      “Whatever you say, shortcake.” I make a show of rolling my eyes, but his dig fits seeing as I’m about half his size.

      We step to the side to make room for the patrons behind us while we wait for our orders.

      “Rhodes sent you, didn’t he?”

      My boss is a good guy. Having been through maybe a dozen employers before finding one who didn’t piss me off daily, I appreciate Rhodes MacMillan. Over the years, he’s been a good friend, but the whole protective big brother routine gets old. He doesn’t know when to back off.

      “Better safe than sorry.” Jake reaches across the counter to take his drink.

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      “I’m parked down the street. Saw you enter.”

      I retrieve my coffee while he sips his sweet tea and winces, then looks to the woman behind the counter and asks, “Where’s your sugar?”

      I raise an eyebrow. I had their sweet tea yesterday and asked for half unsweet. He wants more sugar. Figures.

      “What? They don’t make sweet tea right up here,” he says with a lazy smile.

      Outside on the sidewalk there’s an open table, probably on account of the heat, but after collecting our food, I move to it so we’re not surrounded by people. I’m not sure exactly what Rhodes has hired him to do, but I have a pretty good idea.

      What’s annoying is I told Rhodes no. But my annoyance is at Rhodes, not the guy who once fought for our country and then saved us last week.

      Seconds later the warrior joins me, the chair grating the sidewalk as he pulls it out and flips it around, straddling it.

      “No getting huffy. I won’t be in your way.” He spreads his hands in a gesture of innocence.

      I lean back in my chair and cross my arms, giving him a deliberate once-over. He sits perfectly still under my scrutiny, like he’s used to being evaluated. When I tap my fingers against my arm, his eyes track the movement.

      The thing is, I don’t have an issue with Jake. He’s a cool guy. I like him. When he’s decked in Kevlar and firing a gun, he’s the vision of an assassin avatar. But when he’s kicked back chilling, there’s no off-putting ego. He strikes me as a fun guy with zero tough guy macho bullshit. But I don’t need protection. Rhodes, the ever-constant pain in my ass, is wasting his money.

      “You’re wasting your time,” I say, going for honest and straightforward.

      Jake’s gaze darts behind me.

      “Ms. Jonas.”

      My coffee cup freezes halfway to my lips. Behind my sunglasses, my eyes dart to Jake, who’s already pushing back from the table, his sunglasses also down, covering those green eyes and whatever he’s thinking, his loose hair tucked neatly behind each ear.

      The legs of his chair scrape against concrete as he rises to his full height.

      I force my expression neutral and turn toward the voice, but my free hand unconsciously moves to smooth my hair, as I’m dressed to meet with the company-hired realtor, but not necessarily HR.

      More importantly, Ms. Weaver, the human resources director who hired me, knows I’m not from the area, so how am I sitting outside at a cafe with a friend?

      “I see you found my favorite coffee shop.” Ms. Weaver extends her hand to Jake. “I’m Lillian Weaver. I work with Sterling Financial.”

      Jake, as affable as ever, extends his hand with easy confidence. “Lillian, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Jake Ryder. Daisy’s boyfriend.”

      I nearly choke on my iced coffee. My hand jerks, sending a few water droplets splashing onto the table. Jake’s eyes flick to me for a split second—probably checking to see if I’m going to bust his lie.

      Tempting, but I won’t, although after this woman walks away, I’ll need to set him straight and send him on his way.

      Jake steps closer to my chair, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder. The weight is warm and surprisingly steady. “Dropped by to support my girl.”

      Under his palm, my muscles tense, but I somehow smile.

      She beams down at me. “That is the sweetest thing. Starting a new job can be nerve-racking, but you’re going to do great.”

      “She is. You’re lucky to have her.” The way he’s looking at me, you’d think he’s madly in love. I should put him in touch with Mom’s agent. Combined with his looks, acting is in this man’s future.

      “I was just telling Daisy that I know she’s going to do great. It doesn’t take much for people to recognize her talent. She gets nervous, you know, but she’s going to blow you away.”

      Ms. HR peers down at me, smiling like she’s my mom. My guess is based on her hands and the skin along her throat, she might be old enough to be my mom. However, the wrinkle-free, suited woman with perfectly coiffed hair and makeup, tasteful jewelry, and zero tattoos is definitely not my mom.

      “Oh, I expect she will. I suppose there’s no harm in sharing, but your reference had nothing but wonderful things to say. Tomorrow’s your first day, right?” She scans my business-casual outfit like that’s the reason she’s verifying.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m meeting with a realtor this afternoon.”

      “Good luck.” The way she says that sounds like she expects I’ll need it, but we’re in the suburbs. How hard could finding a place be? “I’ll see you tomorrow. Enjoy your day.”

      She enters the coffee shop, but since the doors are wide open on account of there being no air conditioning, I count to three, then slowly turn my glare on Jake. Without breaking eye contact, I gather my croissant and coffee with deliberate movements, like I’m planning a cyberattack.

      Jake’s hands go up in surrender, but he’s still grinning. “Now hold on⁠—”

      I don't let him finish. Standing abruptly, I stride toward my hotel with Jake’s longer steps easily matching my pace. Once we’re a safe distance from Java Mama, I whip around to face him.

      “Don’t get yourself in a tizzy.” His voice comes from right beside me, not even slightly winded.

      A block past the coffee shop and safely out of hearing distance, I halt, nearly colliding with his chest. “Boyfriend?” The word comes out as a hiss. I poke his sternum with my index finger. “You couldn’t just say friend?”

      He catches my hand gently, his thumb brushing across my knuckles before releasing it. “Wasn’t sure what you’d told them but figured you negotiated relo in your package and you wouldn’t know anyone here so… And they’re going to see me around. Made sense to me. Spur of the moment reaction.”

      It’s Rhodes I’m annoyed with, not Jake, but it doesn’t matter. Jake needs to get on a plane and go back to wherever he came from.

      At the crosswalk, I jab the button with more force than necessary and tap my foot while the light takes forever to change. Jake shifts beside me, his presence making the sidewalk feel crowded.

      “Hey, are you pissed?”

      When the light finally changes, I step into the street without looking at him, though I can feel his eyes tracking my movement.

      “No,” I lie, picking up my pace. “If Ms. Weaver asks in the future, I’ll tell her we broke up.”

      “Come on now. Are you really going to deprive a man of his income?”

      I round the corner, out of the view of Java Mama, and exhale, resting in the building’s shade.

      “What exactly did Rhodes hire you to do?”

      “Sit in an apartment across the street.”

      “And watch me?” That’s freaky as hell. “How are you going to watch me when I’m inside a building?”

      “Not watch. Bad word choice. Just be nearby. I won’t be in your hair. You won’t even know I’m around.” He tilts his head. “Come on. This is a sweet gig. Don’t take it from me.”

      Thanks to his shades, I can’t see his eyes, but he’s still got this puppy dog look about him. A flash of our first conversation comes out of nowhere. We’d been standing around with FBI and local cops swarming the place, and he’d been making small talk because he worried I was going into shock. All things considered—it was nice. He didn’t have to do that.

      Sweet gig?

      “You’re going to play Call of Duty all day long,” I say, divining the truth.

      “I know you’re a badass and can protect yourself. It’s not like a protective detail is coming out of your paycheck.”

      “What’d Rhodes do? Rent an apartment across the street for you to stay in?”

      “Directly across the street. Furnished. I told you. Sweet gig.”

      “How’d they find a place across the street?”

      “Someone within KOAN knows the owner. It’s KOAN by the way, not Rhodes. I work for KOAN, not Rhodes.” He says it like it matters–because it does. “I don’t think the condo is typically a rental. Just sits there for when they have business in town.”

      My hotel stay is racking up a bill on my credit card, and I’m about to spend the afternoon apartment hunting, which will be a bigger hit on my finances. I don’t actually want to sign a lease, as I’m hoping to uncover what’s needed to put the slime away pretty quickly.

      I stop walking and turn to face him fully, hands on my hips. “How big of an apartment did Rhodes rent? Is there room for a roommate?”

      Jake’s expression shifts, that slow smile spreading across his face like an early morning sunrise. He tilts his head, studying me with new interest. When he speaks, his voice drops lower. “You mean a girlfriend?”

      I lift my chin, meeting his challenge. “Roommate.” The word comes out clipped and final.

      “Actually, Rhodes is hoping you’ll stay with me. He’s convinced this guy you’re looking into is bad news. And, based on what I’ve read…” He lets it hang there and takes a long sip out of his straw.

      “Which guy?” I ask, wondering if Rhodes has found more than I have.

      I found a connection to this place, but I took the job on the inside to better understand the players and to figure out exactly what they’re doing, because Alvin Reed was onto something when he was building the class-action suit. I have his scribbled notes and a partial list of names. And that day, when I sat on the sticky linoleum, clearing his stuff out before the new tenants took over, I gained conviction. He’d been onto something, and I owed it to the man who practically raised me to follow it through.

      “Phillip Sterling. The head honcho. His company, Sterling Financial, has financial ties to the Middle East and Europe. Guys got friends in high places. If there’s more to it, if he’s got ties to some of the darker sides of finance, MacMillan might be onto something when he worries about you.”

      I sip my iced latte, considering, and conclude this will wrap in two weeks tops and Rhodes can afford to waste his money. “Tell you what. I’ll take Rhodes up on the free place to stay.”

      He grins, but there’s a tell—relief. The soldier wants permission to help.

      “And if you want to hang out and play games all day, be my guest, but you gotta keep the toilet seat down and clean up your mess. And no more of this bullshit about being my boyfriend. I doubt we’ll run into Ms. Weaver again, but if you meet anyone else…you’re a friend, my yard guy, my mechanic, I don’t know, insert your career of choice, but not my boyfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            DAISY

          

        

      

    

    
      On Thursday morning, first-day jitters flutter in my stomach, but I’m careful to get ready quietly since Jake is asleep right outside my bedroom door—and some skills never leave you. I perfected sidestepping my mother’s moods.

      The apartment KOAN found has a slightly deceptive two-bedroom description. In reality, it has one bedroom with an attached bathroom, plus a landing with a view down to the open kitchen and living area. Jake insisted on taking the fold-out sofa on that landing.

      Do I feel guilty? Yes. I know I’ll wake him every morning getting ready, and he’s sleeping in an open loft with nothing but air between him and kitchen sounds. Still, he insisted that staying together makes his job easier, and if all goes well, this is temporary.

      With one last look in the mirror, I lift my backpack, and slowly turn the knob on the bedroom door, only to discover there’s no one on the sofa.

      Huh. When he said he’s up early, he meant it. I wonder where he brushed his teeth.

      My boots clunk down the carpeted stairs, and as I approach the kitchen, I find the answer. Jake’s toothbrush and toothpaste are sitting neatly on a paper towel beside the sink in the half bath that’s tucked beneath the stairs. I’ll tell him to use the main bathroom—he’s doing me a favor as much as I’m doing him. I don’t know that the realtor would have found me a month-to-month lease with immediate availability, and I didn’t want to keep paying for a hotel.

      I also shouldn’t plan on visiting the Java Mama every day, but on account of it being my first day, I skip the coffee pot and head out the door, checking my phone on the way. There’s a text from Rhodes waiting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        Still doing this?

      

      

      

      

      

      Did he think I’d change my mind after I’ve gone through all the trouble of applying for a job and getting hired?

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s not until I’m through the line at Java Mama with a coffee in hand that a response comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        Today’s your first day?

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s not even 8 a.m. and he’s clearly awake.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you on the East Coast?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        No. But I have meetings with the East Coast.

      

      

      

      

      

      That sucks for him. I smile at the man holding the door for me—yes, the A/C is fixed—and exit onto the street.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        What’s your title?

      

      

      

      

      

      Title? I’m a programmer. He knows this.

      
        
          
            
              
        You should call me grossly underpaid.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        What’s your salary?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        More than double what you pay.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yes, I told myself I would not gripe about it, given I’m not working for him at the moment and I seem to still be on payroll, but Rhodes brings out my inner smack talker.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        BS

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No stock. But I bet they would’ve…I didn’t negotiate.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        I don’t like this.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        So you’ve said.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        Be careful.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        And we’ll review your salary when you return to work.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grin. Rhodes has always been super fair. And he’s the first boss I’ve ever come across that puts up with my shit.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rhodes

      

      
        You didn’t sign an employment contract, did you? If you’re holding onto one, have Pam in legal look it over. She can look out for any pitfalls given you plan to jump ship soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Aye aye, boss.

      

      

      

      

      

      I finish speaking into the phone, check the text, and hit send.

      As I cross the street, my gaze travels upward to the blue sky that serves as a backdrop to the glass facade. The building itself looks like any other office building in America, and this section of Reston, Virginia has lots of blocks with buildings that look just like this, but inside this particular structure, vultures thrive, preying on the vulnerable. And I’m going to gather all the evidence I need to lock those bastards up.

      With that thought, I glide through the revolving door and step into the marble lobby. The woman sitting behind reception smiles at me, but doesn’t give any indication that I should check in. I have instructions to go to human resources on the fourth floor, and so I head to the gold trimmed elevator bank and press the up button.

      Ms. Weaver told me that most people start around nine, so it’s not surprising there aren’t many people filling the lobby yet. I inhale, breathing in a mix of cleaning scent and the hint of coffee—probably my coffee.

      I enter the elevator alone and watch as the floors rise. Unlike the office towers of downtown Chicago where I currently reside, at four floors, it’s tall for this block. In fact, this is one of the more congested sections of Reston, which is basically a DC bedroom community, or at least it was, until tech businesses mixed with the urban sprawl, creating a legit town center.

      The elevator opens onto a floor of offices delineated by hallways. There’s no reception up here, but there are open cubicles layered in front of a select number of executive offices. I wander down until I return to Ms. Weaver’s office, where I both interviewed and was offered a job.

      Only, this morning, her office door is closed. Her assistant, a middle-aged woman in a pink plaid suit, smiles as I approach.

      “Daisy?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, I don’t think I met you when I was here before.”

      “I only work three days a week. I’m Amy. Lillian asked me to get you set up in your office. She’s running late this morning, but she’ll come down to see you when she’s here. And you’ve got a day of meetings in front of you. I’ve got you scheduled to meet the department heads.”

      She hops up from her seat, lifting a shiny silver folder with a Sterling Financial logo. “Since you’ll be working so closely with Phillip—practically a department of one—we thought you should meet the other department heads. That way, when you need anything…” Her smile brightens “...you’ll know exactly who can help you succeed.”

      She passes me, folder pressed against her chest, headed back down the hall in the direction of the elevators.

      The floor itself is eerily quiet, with most office doors closed, but Ms. Weaver, or Lillian as Amy calls her, did warn me the office is filled with commuters and the start time leans later. If I wanted to be superstitious, I could say that the office has Scorpio energy, meaning it’s secretive and withholding, but that doesn’t mesh with an afternoon of planned Q and A’s.

      Amy takes me to the third floor, which has more life to it than the fourth. Open cubicles fill the center of the third floor, and closed-door offices line the perimeter. Amy leads me straight to an office with an empty name plaque. “Here we are,” she announces with a bright smile, leading me into a nice sized office with a window that takes up the entire back wall. Roller shades sit at the top, fully raised.

      A metal and glass desk sits in the center, with a computer and a single monitor, and two guest chairs with chrome legs and black leather.

      Amy sets the folder down on the center of the desk. “This here is everything you need to know about health insurance options. When Lillian comes down, she’ll take you through everything. I’ve stocked your desk with basic supplies, but if you need anything, you can buzz me. I'm extension 4342 and I’ll bring it to you.”

      “Can I get an additional monitor?”

      “You want two?”

      “Yes. Two additional monitors would be perfect.”

      “Three? That’s...ambitious for most people here.”

      “If it’s an issue, I can bring mine from home.”

      “No, no. No need. Mr. Sterling has two monitors. I guess when you spend a lot of time on the computer you just want more space.” She spreads her hands and that’s when I notice her nail color matches her suit. She’s trying hard to be perfect. I recognize the type—and the cost. “I’ll get right on it. Mr. Sterling said you’re going to do great things.”

      With a smile she rushes out of my office. Her demeanor is strange, as is her clothing choice, but I can’t say there’s more to it than that she’s just different from me. Or maybe it’s a southern thing. I’m really not sure.

      I peer outside my office and spot a young man with short hair, spectacles, and a navy-blue bow tie powering up his computer. His cubicle is directly across from my office. The cubicles don’t align directly with the doorway, so I can only see him when I exit my office.

      “Hi. I’m Daisy.”

      “I’m Ned.” He pushes up from his chair, but his phone lights up and rings, the sound particularly loud in the morning quiet. He’s quick to apologize, mouthing sorry, and then mumbling, “I have to get this.”

      “Sure. No problem,” I say, stepping back into my sterile office. As someone who has long insisted on working from home, it’s difficult to ascertain if the unease that has me gripping my coffee like a lifeline stems from the situation, the place, or just a general dislike of offices.

      With my coffee cup in hand, I stare across the street at the apartment building, scanning the balconies and windows, attempting to ascertain which unit is mine. But then I see him.

      He’s stepped out on the balcony, water bottle in hand, and his shirt off. Holy Batman, that man is fit. He kicks a leg back, gripping his ankle, pulling on it, stretching his quads. From here, his hair is dark, probably drenched with sweat. His ankle falls, and he chugs the water, then leans against the balcony, scanning across the way, and a frisson of energy lights through me, overriding my unease.

      It feels like he can see me, so to test my theory, I lift a hand and wiggle my fingers in a testing wave. He smiles and waves back. Yes, he can see me. And for whatever reason, that makes me smile.

      “Oh my—is that your boyfriend on the balcony?”

      I jerk in surprise, twisting to find Ms. Weaver in the doorway.

      “Well, aren’t you the lucky one.” She steps closer to the window.

      “Ah,” I breathe out, unsure what to say, taking in the man who looks a little like some film adaptations of Tarzan. “Yes.”

      Sure. All the guys I date resemble the king of the jungle.

      “And how convenient that you found a place right across the street. It’s almost like it was meant to be.”

      “Yes. A lucky find,” I say, hoping she doesn’t think too much about it.

      “And I see you went to Java Mama, but you know, we do have a break room with coffee. Java Mama does make better coffee, if I’m honest. But our break room has lovely tea for the afternoons. I always say tea is perfect for those long work sessions when you need to stay late.”

      Noted: caffeine culture and late nights. Scorpio office energy checks out.

      She glances in the direction of the corridor outside my office. “Phillip appreciates dedication like that. Do you drink tea?”

      “I do. Especially if it’s cold.”

      “Well, it’s July and they’re saying a heat dome is going to be settling over us for the next week, so…”

      I pull my blazer tighter around me, suddenly noticing that the air conditioning in the building is blasting.

      “It gets chilly in here,” she says, nose crinkling with her smile. She glances over her shoulder, possibly seeking out Jake, but he’s gone inside. “Let’s get started, shall we? Phillip’s been so excited about what you’re going to build for us. He’s already told our investors about this tool—he has such confidence in you.” She claps her hands together. “We’d better get you settled so you can start making him proud.”

      Perfect. That’s exactly what I want to do. I’ll dig into every single crevice. Phillip Sterling believes I’m designing a system that will give him a competitive advantage, which means they have to share with me everything about how his operation works. And if he’s breaking any laws, I’ll find proof.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            JAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re barely into this op and I’m already over watching paper pushers file in and out of conference rooms and offices. It’s been less than two days of alternating between surveillance and massaging my shoulder with a tennis ball against the wall. I’m beyond bored.

      Sterling leases floors two through four; street-level’s retail. Big offices up on four, three is where Daisy landed, and two looks mostly empty.

      We got lucky with Daisy’s office location. It’s not directly across from the condo, but throughout most of the day I have a view of the back of her head, her ever-present headphones, and her three monitors, at least when she’s in her office. She’s spent a lot of time in meetings with human resources and what she calls division heads, learning the business. She said she has yet to speak to anyone who doesn’t drink the company Kool-Aid. I still don’t have the faintest idea what this company actually does.

      In the mornings, we don’t cross paths. I’m out the door for a run to the nearby park and adjacent trails, and by the time I’ve returned, the shower floor is nearly dry. This weekend, I aim to find a gym, but the schedule should remain the same.

      Yesterday she filed out of the building around six. Said Ms. Weaver, the human resources director, walked around the offices doing a sweep at the end of the day
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