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“He asked for you specifically.”

“Mr. Cross?” Cali asked. “Why?”

“I don’t know, but I’m not risking his wrath.” Josephine, Cali’s supervisor, motioned for her to follow. 

Cali glanced around, as if she could find answers from her tidy desk or the spreadsheets on her computer monitors. Then she stood and followed. Up the elevator to the fiftieth floor and down the hall to the fanciest conference room Cali had ever seen. She’d been working at Cross Enterprises for two years but had never been up to the executive floor before—it was not an area where lowly bookkeepers usually traversed.

Cali had expected more people, but when Mr. Cross’ assistant showed them into the room, it was just her and Josephine. They waited for a couple of minutes. Cali assumed the Chief Financial Officer, or maybe someone just beneath him, would be the one to meet with them.

Then Mr. Cross himself walked into the room. He stood on the other side of the conference table from where they were seated.

Cali had seen him in passing, but never up close. His scars looked much worse when he stood there in front of her, not just walking across the lobby. The side of his face was gnarled like an ancient tree. Scars traveled from his eyebrow down his cheek and neck. 

His neat dark hair and polished suit seemed to contrast with the stubble on his face. Though she understood why he wouldn’t shave every day. It had to be hard with all the gnarled skin. The worst of the scarring obviously didn’t grow a beard anymore, but the edges were splotchy and were probably difficult to shave without slicing his skin.

If she looked at the other side of his face, she could see why he’d been such a heartthrob when he’d played in the NFL. He had a strong jawline and angular features. Then he’d joined the Navy SEALs and gone to war. The youthful glow had been replaced by a hard, rough exterior.

He passed a file folder across the table to Josephine. He didn’t take a seat, and Cali wondered if she should stand. She followed Josephine’s lead and remained seated. Josephine opened the file and read.

Cali had no idea why she was here.

Josephine’s eyebrows shot up and disappeared into her curly, graying hair. “You suspect Bob Walsh of stealing?”

“The information I have appears to indicate such,” Mr. Cross said.

“That’s horrible.”

Mr. Cross gave no response, just kept looking at her with that dead stare of his. Pretty much everyone was terrified of Mr. Cross. Cali could understand why, certainly, but she also saw that his eyes weren’t full of anger but just kind of nothing. Like something inside him had died. Maybe the lack of anger, the lack of all emotion, was what scared people.

“I’m sorry,” Josephine stammered. “Is there something you want my department to do about this? I’m not sure how Property Accounting can help.”

Cali was just as confused as Josephine, but she figured they had to be missing something. She’d been here long enough to know Mr. Cross always had a plan and was rarely wrong.

“I know your department has forensic accounting capabilities, Ms. Banks.” His gaze flickered to Cali then back to Josephine. “I expect a preliminary report back tomorrow.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Cali stared as he walked out.

Could Mr. Cross possibly know about her background, her education? She purposefully kept that to herself. She didn’t want to be anything more than a bookkeeper. She was safer that way, less likely to be found.

If Mr. Cross—somehow—knew her background and abilities and wanted her help with something this important, why hadn’t he spoken to her? He’d barely acknowledged her existence.

Josephine stood. “Looks like we’ve been volunteered.”

Cali stood as well. “Why me?”

“Who knows. He’s famous for doing things his own way. I can usually follow his train of thought, but I’m not sure about this one.” She gave Cali a weak smile. “Maybe he reads performance reviews and sees you’re one of the best team members in my department.” She headed for the door.

Cali followed. Alone together in the elevator, Josephine said, “No one hears about this. I’ll do what I can to dig into the records and will try to keep you out of it.”

“I’d like to help. Try anyway.”

Josephine pressed her thin lips together. “I guess you’d better at least take a look, just to make sure we’re following his directions.” She handed the file folder to Cali, but before letting go of it, she added, “No one else hears anything about this.”

Cali nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

After getting off the elevator, Cali went straight to her cubicle and looked through the file. She didn’t have a background specifically in forensic accounting, but she understood accounting in general, and that along with her other skills should be enough to make some kind of headway.

But then she paused. She wanted to dig in and get to work. She’d always loved the challenge of numbers, patterns, and deciphering what others had hidden. But should she? She couldn’t risk being found. The smaller the life she led, the less chance they’d find her. 
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Cali heard heavy footsteps coming down the hall from the elevator. She looked up just in time to see two police officers walking by.

Everyone in the office was peeking over tops of cubicles and out office doors, watching and whispering to each other about what was happening.

Cali knew exactly what was happening.

Josephine had gone upstairs this morning to speak to Mr. Cross. She’d found all the breadcrumbs Cali had left for her to find yesterday—all the evidence that Bob Walsh was stealing from Cross Enterprises.

From across the office, over in the Accounts Payable section, there came a commotion—yelling and sounds of a scuffle.

“They’re arresting Bob Walsh,” Christine in the cubicle across the aisle from Cali whispered not quietly. “Mary just texted me.”

Cali feigned shock. “Wow.”

A few minutes later, Bob Walsh was led out in handcuffs.

Josephine came out of her office and got everyone back to work, but the whispers continued all afternoon. Cali was thankful when five o’clock came.

What kept bothering her as she walked home was how in the world had Mr. Cross known she would be helpful in tracking down Bob Walsh’s treachery. What did he know about her and how? And most importantly, why?

She walked into her sparse apartment, dumped her purse on her small kitchen table, and turned on her computer. She typed Asher Cross into the internet search bar. The top results were all about his NFL career and Cross Enterprises. She sorted through the NFL stuff first. He’d been a quarterback recruited straight out of high school. Multiple MVP awards and championships, and plenty of records. She also read an article about a time he’d played defense when the first-string defensive end player had been injured. They’d won the game because he was able to stop several plays. She saw the word legend many times.

Then she read about how he’d been adored by women. She saw several pictures of how beautiful he’d been. She didn’t think his mangled skin was what really changed his appearance so dramatically. It was that look in his eyes, the dead stare. What’d happened to him?

She tried to look up his military record but couldn’t find anything. Literally nothing. He was so well known, wouldn’t someone want to write something about his military career?

Eventually, she gave up and stood to make something for dinner. But she didn’t get past opening the refrigerator. Instead, she picked up her purse and headed out the door. Once she started on a puzzle, she’d never been able to let it go.

They weren’t expecting her tonight, but she was sure the Gray Hats wouldn’t mind her showing up.

It was dark by the time she walked down to the basement apartment. As usual, she carefully watched her surroundings. The neighborhood wasn’t the best, and her appearance had always made people think she was an easy target—dainty and innocent, though she did what she could to dispel that assumption. She didn’t ever wear makeup and always kept her long, blonde, loosely curly hair in a ponytail. She’d tried to convince herself to chop her hair off many times but had never been able to do it. And she never wore fitted or flashy clothes. Her father had called her a porcelain doll all her life, and she hated it.

She knocked on the door.

A few seconds later, a man opened it. “Fancy what the cat dragged in.”

She shifted to come inside.

He didn’t move. “What’s the password? We gotta be careful not to let the riffraff in.”

She pushed Floyd’s bony frame out of the way.

He laughed and closed and locked the door. “To what do we owe this pleasure, lovely Lady Lavender?” They’d given her a handle like hackers used. Well, Floyd had given her the handle—due to her pale lavender eyes.

Bl@ze and Mt Dew looked up from their computers set up on tables formed into a square in the middle of what was supposed to be the living room. Floyd was the only one who had told her his real name. At least she was pretty sure it was his real name. But who knew with these guys?

Before she could answer Floyd, he said, “You’ve come to finally accept my proposal, haven’t you? We can elope to Las Vegas and go on a whirlwind tour of the world. Just give me five minutes to pack!”

Mt Dew said, “You’re lucky a girly that pretty will even look upon a weed like you.”

Floyd held his hand to his slightly concave chest. “I’m wounded.”

Bl@ze smiled at Cali. “Anything wrong?”

“No. I actually wanted to see if you could help me with something.”

Bl@ze raised his black brows, almost invisible against his very dark skin.

Floyd moved to her side with a flourish. “You’ve come to the right place, milady.”

Mt Dew waved his hand in mock disgust and went to the kitchen.

“What can we help with?” Bl@ze asked.

How to say it without giving too much away? She trusted these men a lot, but she didn’t trust anyone with her past. It was partially to protect them—if they knew too much, they could be targeted. “I need more information about Asher Cross. I’m not asking for anything truly personal, just a little more than what’s online.”

Mt Dew walked back into the room with another bottle of his favorite soda. He had seven empty bottles on his table already. “Everything is online.”

Not everything. Cali kept certain information in her head that no one else in the world knew. “Okay, more than what’s readily available to normal humans.”

“Normal is boring.” Mt Dew took a long swig from his green bottle.

Floyd slid into his chair and rolled to his station. He wiggled his fingers in the air and then held them over his keyboard like a great composer about to begin a symphony. “Anything in particular you want to know?”

“Nothing personal,” she said again. “Can you find his military records?”

“Pshah. Child’s play.” Floyd hunkered down in front of his middle screen, and his fingers roamed the keyboard like scuttling bugs.

Mt Dew and Bl@ze also began typing and working their mouses.

“Are you going to ask me why I want to know?” she asked them.

“Nope.” Floyd didn’t even pause.

Mt Dew took another swig and kept typing.

Bl@ze glanced up at her. “You trust our intentions and motivations when we ask you to decipher things. We trust you in return.” He turned back to his keyboard.

Cali sat in the one other chair in the room, the one positioned at the only table with no computer equipment. The chair was a rolling desk chair like theirs, but purple rather than black. Floyd had picked it out, of course.

A few minutes later, they started blurting out information as they read.

“Joined the Navy at twenty-five,” Floyd said. “I’ve heard gossip that he got in the SEALs because of who he is, a publicity stunt by the Navy to get positive press, but nope—he got in on his own.”

“Active duty for six years,” Bl@ze said. “Deployed a bunch of times. Honorable discharge. Most of his mission details are classified.”

“I don’t want anything classified,” she said. “No national security stuff.”

Bl@ze nodded and kept typing.

“Purple Heart, three silver stars, and a Navy Cross.” Mt Dew cursed under his breath. “Do you have any idea what you’d have to do to get all of those?”

“Purple Heart is for being wounded in combat, right? What are the others for?”

Bl@ze answered as he read from his screen, “Bravery and exceptional service under fire, bravery in combat.”

“Does it say what exactly he did?”

“Not unless you want to dig into classified,” Floyd said.

She shook her head. She didn’t need to know, but she was dying of curiosity. She worked for an actual, undeniable hero. Then she asked, “So, why doesn’t he let anyone know any of this? Everyone is scared of him or hates him.”

“The Beast,” Floyd said, “has earned his name in other ways, so I’ve heard.”

“Don’t call him that.” The Beast was what the gossip rags called Mr. Cross.

Floyd held his hands up in surrender. “As the lady likes.”

“Any indication as to why he left the NFL and joined the Navy?” she asked. “Was his football career waning?”

Mt Dew finally stopped and looked up. “Are you kidding? He’s a freaking legend. I think every single fan of football, whether they cheered for his team or not, cried themselves to sleep the day he broke his contract and signed with the Navy. The man could literally play any position on the field. And not just decently, but exceptionally.”

“That’s impressive?”

Mt Dew stared at her and blinked once slowly.

Floyd laughed. “You’ve done the impossible. You’ve made him speechless.”

Mt Dew turned to Floyd. “A miracle would be to make you speechless.”

Floyd grinned. “God himself would have to clamp a hand over my mouth.”

“You’d probably learn how to speak through your nose.”

“When did he start his company?” she asked.

They all resumed typing.

“Filed the corporation back when he was twenty, still in the NFL. Started buying properties.” Bl@ze raised his brows. “Looks like he spent most of his football earnings on investments—properties, various types of businesses. No wonder he’s so rich.”

“And powerful,” Floyd added. “No one makes a move in real estate in this region without him having a hand in it, one way or another.”

“His sister ran the company while he was deployed,” Mt Dew said.

“I didn’t know he has a sister,” she said.

“Had,” Floyd said. “She died shortly after he was discharged, several years ago.”

Her posture slackened. “What was her name?”

“Rose Watson.”

“Not Cross?”

“Different father, apparently.” Bl@ze looked up. “Want more on that?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to inhibit anyone’s privacy.” Although, she really was inhibiting his privacy, wasn’t she? He obviously didn’t want anyone to know any of this for some reason. But why?

And more importantly, how did he know she had more skills than she admitted to on her résumé or on the job? Why? And why didn’t he speak to her directly about it? She sighed and slumped back in her chair.

“Not getting what you need?” Bl@ze asked.

“I don’t think I can get the information I need from a computer.”

“Nonsense,” Floyd said.

She smiled at his aghast expression. Then she stood. “Thank you guys so much for the help. I better get home.”

“Want me to drive you?” Floyd asked.

“No, I’m good.” She started for the door. “I need to think, and walking is good for that.”

“Sure?”

She paused at the door. “Let me know when you need help decrypting again.” She headed out to the hall, up the stairs, and outside to the sidewalk.

She made it several blocks and still no theories came to her. The one thing she was confident about was that Mr. Cross wasn’t involved with anyone in her past. If he were, he’d have alerted them long ago. So, how did he know she could do more than the average bookkeeper?

At the sound of someone yelling obscenities, she focused her attention better on her surroundings. A little farther down the block, there was an alley. She jogged in that direction. 

Just inside the alley, a man raised his fist and smashed it across a woman’s face.

“Hey!” Cali yelled. “Stop.”
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The man looked back at her. He raised his scruffy brows and grinned.

The raggedy woman he’d been beating ran.

He glanced back at that woman but then turned toward Cali. “Why don’t you come on over here?”

“I don’t think so.” She backed away, keeping her gaze on him and peripherally watching everything else around her.

He lunged and grabbed her purse.

Cali glared. “Back off.”

He yanked at her purse, but she had it slung across her body—exactly for this type of circumstance. As he yanked, he pulled her off balance, but she took a step and strengthened her stance, all while continuing to glare at him.

He raised a hand to slap her, but she blocked it. Then she used both hands to shove him away.

A curse slurred from his lips.

He shifted, and she thought he was going to leave, but he came at her.

She blocked a punch and threw a kick at his groin. But she didn’t quite connect the kick—his legs were too close together.

As she was pulling her leg back to the ground, he swung his fist again. This time, it connected with her cheek.

Rage filled her like boiling water. She attacked with an elbow across his chin. And then the other elbow, and a kick to the groin. This time, her foot connected.

He stumbled back and fell.

She ran.

She felt guilty for not calling the police and pressing charges, making sure he didn’t try mugging someone else. But she couldn’t take the risk. Invisibility was her best defense.

She ran the rest of the way home.

When she finally plopped down at her table, she had to focus on calming down. She was usually a calm person, had been a rather placid child. But occasionally, rage would fill her. All the things she was furious about in her life boiled to the surface. The hatred.

Bob Walsh stealing from a good employer, a man beating a defenseless woman, the terrorism the Gray Hats uncovered. Her father, her mother.

She closed her eyes to try to calm down.

Then she slid from the chair down to her knees and bowed her head. Please. She rarely prayed in actual sentences. God knew exactly what she meant.

She stayed there for a long time, sending her thoughts and fears and anger up to God. Asking him to help her do better.

Eventually, she started to feel better, more herself. As much herself as she ever felt anymore.

In the morning, she looked in the mirror and realized her face was puffy and bruised from where the mugger had punched her. She was still angry she hadn’t defended as effectively as she expected of herself. She’d taken many self-defense classes and had felt comfortable in her skill level. Now she doubted. She tried to remind herself that anyone was likely to get hit in a physical altercation, no matter how well-trained. What mattered was that she’d helped that woman get away and she’d defended herself effectively.

But what if someone more skilled attacked her? Or multiple people attacked at once?

She didn’t own makeup, so she stopped at a drug store on the way to work to buy some concealer and powder. Considering she wasn’t accustomed to applying it, she felt she did a decent job with just the little mirror on the powder compact. Thankfully, the bruising didn’t look to be too bad—it would probably clear up in a couple of days.

At the big office tower owned by Cross Enterprises downtown, she slid into the chair at her cubicle and started working. She hoped to avoid any fuss, but that hope was futile.

“Oh my gosh,” Christine said. “What happened?”

Cali sighed inwardly and forced a smile. “Ran into the bathroom doorway in the dark. I am such a klutz.”

Christine looked like she wanted to say more, but Cali asked, “Do you need help with your reconciliations?”

Christine hated doing reconciliations, so Cali was able to distract her by agreeing to do some of hers. It also gave Cali a reason to stay at her desk and work through lunch. She just needed to make it through a day or so until the swelling went down.

In the afternoon, she was forced to leave her cubicle to use the restroom. She took a route that avoided the main halls as much as possible.

She was slipping down a row of cubicles when Mr. Cross turned the corner ahead of her.

She paused.

His presence was imposing—his height, his broad shoulders, the way he held himself, but mostly the way his eyes had no expression at all.

His gaze flickered to her, the briefest second, and she thought she saw something in his eyes, something other than that dead stare. But then he walked past her, didn’t speak to her or even acknowledge her existence. Just like the other day.

She continued on to the bathroom and was back at her desk in a few minutes.

At the end of the day, she stayed a little longer than everyone else in order to avoid as much interaction as possible.

The next day was the same, but without any sightings of Mr. Cross. She still felt the need to finish deciphering him but tried to control that urge.

She came home to find her neighbor, Clarence, standing out in the hall directing men going in and out of his apartment.

“Are you moving?” she asked. He’d been there at least ten years, and she’d thought he’d planned to stay indefinitely. He’d retired a few years ago, and the place was decent and affordable.

He smiled brightly. “That house my daughter was hoping to buy, she got it. A real good deal, much better than we thought she’d be able to get. Now she has a room for me.”

“That’s awesome.” Then she added, “But I’ll miss you. And your butterscotch cookies.”

“You won’t miss me. They already have someone moving in, as I hear it. I’m sure it’ll be someone much more interesting than an old man who likes to watch Bonanza up so loud all hours of the day.” He looked over at the movers. “Careful with that.”

She left him to it and went into her apartment.

He was right—someone else moved in the next morning. A younger man. He didn’t talk much, but he seemed all right. Military type—he had that kind of haircut and demeanor.

Then her neighbor on the other side moved out two days later. She’d been more of a party girl, so Cali didn’t mind her leaving. And someone else moved in the next day, another young woman but much quieter.

Both neighbors moving abruptly like that set her on edge. But then maybe the party girl had planned to move? Cali had never spoken much with her, so she didn’t know. It could be just a coincidence, right? But Cali didn’t believe in coincidences. Every pattern was explainable. If you just looked hard enough.

She paid close attention to everything around her. Even contemplated picking up and leaving. But if her past were catching up with her, this wasn’t how it would go down. It wouldn’t be slow and methodical like this.

She usually jogged a few days a week, but now she started doing it daily. She needed to be and feel more prepared, on top of things.

And then lights were installed along the jogging path. It could be the city making improvements, but this didn’t seem to fit with the kinds of projects the city usually did. The path wasn’t even all that well-used, not enough to warrant much attention and budget dollars.

She asked the Gray Hats to look into it. It was simple for them to find.

The city had not paid to have the lights installed.

So, who had?

She supposed it could possibly be some do-gooder who lived in the area, but it still seemed odd to spend that kind of money on something few people used.

She felt on edge, watching for something else to happen, for any kind of pattern, some indication that any of it was connected.

When Floyd texted one day, she was relieved to have something else to focus on. She went straight there after work.

She sat in her spot in the purple chair and took the drink Mt Dew offered. “What’ve you got?”

“I think I found something in a chat room.” Bl@ze handed her some printouts. They knew she liked to work on paper, not on a screen, and were kind enough to print things out.

She took the papers, pulled out her pencil and dug in.

She went through the chat room conversation over and over. She agreed with Bl@ze that it was probably something more than it seemed on the surface. She just needed to figure out exactly what that was.

Hours passed.

Floyd went to bed, but she stayed. They weren’t regular in the hours they kept. Sometimes they worked all night and slept all day, and sometimes, their hours were almost normal. But they never cared how any of the rest of them worked. If they were tired, they slept. If they were hungry, they ate.

Bl@ze and Mt Dew stayed up and chatted about some Bug Bounty work they were doing. That was how they made legitimate money. There were sites that laid out rules of engagement and invited white hat hackers—or gray hat hackers, as the case may be—to dig into certain systems and try to find weaknesses.

“Do you need to work in the morning?”

She vaguely realized Bl@ze was talking to her, but her mind was too deep into the puzzle.

He left her alone. She liked that about them—they understood she wasn’t being rude. She couldn’t just flit in and out of a cypher.

And finally, she found the pattern.

She decrypted the messages and handed them to Mt Dew—Bl@ze had gone to sleep, his head laid down on the table next to his keyboard. “It’s a new type of code,” she said. “Might be a new cell forming.”

He started reading what she’d written.

She stood and grabbed her purse. Before he could push her to let him walk her home, like he often did, she was out the door.

Maybe it was stupid to walk home alone this late—almost midnight—but she felt the need to prove that she was independent, that she could take care of herself. She had to be able to take care of herself. If she occasionally had to fend off a mugger, it would just make her feel all that more prepared if her past ever caught up to her. Plus, she’d been working with the Gray Hats for over a year and hadn’t had any trouble before.

But she was still careful. She watched her surroundings and took a different route than usual. 

She walked several blocks.

Footsteps behind her.

She glanced back to see a man several yards back, face obscured by a hood.

She kept going.

It could be nothing, just another person out late.

Then another man stepped out from behind a van parked along the curb, the same man as last time. His face was darkly bruised from where she’d struck him with her elbow.

She ignored him and shifted to cross the street.

He jumped into her path. “No, no.”

“You should have a doctor look at that bruise,” she said. “Looks pretty bad.”

He sneered. “You’re going to look pretty bad here in a few minutes.” He called her a derogatory name.

The footsteps behind her moved closer. She’d vaguely hoped that man was not connected to this man, but that hope evaporated when she heard his footsteps stop just behind her.

She evaluated the men, her surroundings, and plotted the best method of escape.

The man behind her spoke. “She might be more valuable if we keep her looking pretty.”

And then there was a scuffle from behind her.

She turned to see a third man, bigger than the other two, wearing all black clothes, punch the man with the hood and then slam him to the ground.

She shuffled back, away, still watching, determining who her enemies were.

The scruffy man from the other night lunged at the new man. The new man’s face was in shadow, and he moved so quickly. He barreled a shoulder into the scruffy man’s gut and took him down to the sidewalk. The scruffy man struggled, but the other man landed a punch across his cheek. His head lolled, and his body went limp.

The larger man stood, and light from the nearest streetlamp caught his face. His mangled skin.

Mr. Cross.
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Mr. Cross barely glanced in her direction, and then he walked across the street and up the sidewalk, hands in the pockets of his black hoodie.

She stared.

She wanted to doubt what she’d seen, that it’d been him. But she knew she’d seen right.

What in the world was going on?

She crossed the street and ran after him.

Up ahead, he turned a corner. By the time she got there, he was gone.

She paused and looked around, but she knew better than to push her luck. She’d avoided being assaulted. Best to count her blessings and hurry home. But she wasn’t letting this little incident go.

The next morning, she went straight up to the fiftieth floor.

“Can I get a meeting with Mr. Cross?” Cali asked his secretary, Ruth.

“Name and department please?” The middle-aged woman scrutinized Cali through her red-framed glasses.

“Callista Lebeau. Property Accounting.”

“And your position?”

“Bookkeeper.”

Ruth blinked once and didn’t write anything down. “And what is the purpose of the meeting?”

Cali paused. “I just have something important to discuss with him.”

“I’m afraid you’ll need to be more specific. Unless Mr. Cross requests the meeting, I can’t put something on his schedule unless it needs his specific attention.”

In other words, what did a bookkeeper need to speak to the owner of the whole freaking company for? It was a fair question. One Cali couldn’t answer. While she was very good at spotting deception, specifically, finding inconsistencies, she was not great at lying herself. After watching what a mess her father had made of his life, she’d decided to be honest at all times. It was a rule she’d had to break over the years, but mostly through omission, not directly lying.

“Can I just leave a message for him?” Cali asked.

“Of course.” Ruth picked up her pencil.

“Please just tell him I have something I urgently need to speak to him about.”

Ruth looked up at her over her glasses. “That’s it?”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” Cali headed back downstairs to her cubicle.

She waited the rest of the day, not sure if maybe he’d call her desk phone, summon her upstairs, or maybe send an email. He had to respond in some form, right?

But the end of the day came, and nothing.

On the way out of the building, she spotted him from across the lobby. He was in his usual simple but polished suit. He didn’t appear to have been meeting with anyone and walked alone across the expansive black granite lobby.

She jogged to try to catch up with him.

She accidentally bumped a young man in the shoulder. “Sorry,” she said and kept going. Thankfully, she always wore ballet flats to work and didn’t have to stumble over high heels.

She could have sworn he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, but he kept going.

She got stuck filtering through a crowd just getting off an elevator. As she finally got through, he disappeared through a door behind the security desk.

One of the guards stood. “May I help you, ma’am?”

She forced a smile. “No, thank you.” The guards were notoriously strict—no way would they let some random person into a secure area. She headed outside.

Over the next several days, she caught glimpses of him but always from a distance. And he never responded to her request to speak with him.

As she sat at her desk Friday afternoon, she added up how many times she’d seen him around the building recently and realized the frequency had increased significantly from before. And she didn’t think she was just being more alert and noticing him more easily. She tended to notice the people around her as a general rule, and the owner of the whole company tended to be more noticeable and memorable than the average cubicle rider.

Finally, she lost patience and went to see the Gray Hats. They were a little surprised at her request but got her the information she requested.

On Saturday morning, she borrowed Floyd’s car and headed outside the city to the address they’d found for her.

She pulled off on the side of a rural highway. Could this be right? There was a drive where her GPS said there would be, but it was just a narrow gravel drive buried in trees. She hadn’t been exactly sure what to expect—maybe a gated community or some fancy country house—but certainly not a drive with weeds sprouting through it that looked like it hadn’t seen a car in ten years.

But the Gray Hats had never been wrong or led her astray. It took a lot to gain her trust—it was an almost-impossible task—but once a person had it, the trust didn’t easily waver.

She turned down the gravel drive.

The lane was narrow and twisted and turned like a serpent. Trees hung low and even brushed the car a few times.

Several minutes passed as she drove deeper and deeper into the woods.

Just as she was about to give up and put the car in reverse, hoping she could navigate back out in reverse, the trees parted. A large house sat in the middle of a clearing barely large enough for the house and circular drive in front of it.

There was no actual yard to speak of. The area in the middle of the circular drive was filled with wildflowers. Trees and various types of vegetation came right up to the house and partially obscured how massive it was. It didn’t feel unkempt so much as wild, like the house belonged to the forest.

The house was entirely made of stone that looked like it’d been taken from some European castle. The architecture reminded her of the late 1800s, something a Vanderbilt would’ve lived in—a steep and complicated roof line, leaded glass windows, and multiple chimneys. At the center of the façade were massive wooden double doors, and to the left of that was a turret that rose three stories to a pointed roof.

She pulled to a stop and stared up at the house. To the left side of the property was a four-bay garage made from similar but slightly different stone than the house. Other than that modern amenity, the place looked like it’d been lost in time.

She got out of the car, almost wondering if she’d fallen into the pages of a fairytale, and walked slowly up to the massive doors. The gravel crunched under her feet, and the breeze ruffled leaves all around. Other than that, there was nothing but silence. She tried to spy any evidence that someone lived here. Over by the garage, she noticed tire tracks in the gravel, but how old were they? There was no wreath or other decoration on the doors, no potted plants on the wide steps, nothing.

To the side of the door, she was surprised to see a modern doorbell. She’d almost expected an old-fashioned pull. Then she realized the doorbell also had a camera in it. She stepped back and glanced around the house again. Hidden inside a rock at the base of the steps was another camera, so tiny, it wasn’t noticeable unless you were looking for it. Tucked into second-story window ledges on either side of the door were more cameras. And she spotted security lights hidden in the trees.

Yes, this had to be the right place.

She walked back up the steps, pressed the doorbell, and listened to it clang through the house.

She waited.

Nothing.

She rang the doorbell again, and as the chime bounced around the house, she stepped back and tried to get a look in the nearest window. It was hard to see from this angle, especially since the curtains were only partially open, but it looked unfurnished, or at least sparsely. She started to doubt again if she was at the right place.

As she glanced around, the garage caught her attention, the windows set high in the doors. She walked across the drive. She had to jump but caught a glimpse inside. There was a black sedan and a black sport utility. There were no vehicles in the other bays, but there looked to be a workbench and tools, so maybe cars were never parked there. Or maybe there was, and he simply wasn’t home.

One more time, she walked up to the door and rang the bell.

Again, nothing.

She was annoyed. The trouble of borrowing a car and driving out here had been a waste. But mostly, she was annoyed to—again—get no answers. Next time she saw him at work, she may not be so professional. Her general rule in life was to be as invisible as possible, but there was a limit to how much patience she had.

She walked back down the steps to the drive.

Then she caught movement out of the corner of her eye and looked out into the woods to the right of the house. There was something, but it was moving too quickly to get a good look.

Should I get in the car and get out of here?

No, she’d come to get answers, and she would do everything possible to get them.

She watched whatever was out there as it made its way through the woods. And not on a path, but through thick brush, under and around trees, and even sliding down slopes. And not jogging, but full-on running. It wasn’t until he was about twenty yards away that she got a good look.

Mr. Cross.

He was wearing nothing but jogging pants and tennis shoes. No shirt. 

The scarring traveled down his chest and arm, his side, part of his stomach, and down his hip. He was well-built—she could see he was solid muscle by how flexed everything was as he ran. But it wasn’t a model’s body. He had a thin layer of chest hair, no waxing or shaving. He was in shape from work, not for vanity’s sake.

As he emerged from the trees and through the brush to the gravel drive, he slowed to a walk. His shoulders and chest were broad and thighs strong, but his waist was narrow. He was somehow lanky yet still thick and solid.

For the first time, he looked directly at her. With that dead stare of his.

But there was something else too. He wasn’t completely dead inside; there was something there. But she had no idea what it was.

Then he walked past her up the steps.

“Mr. Cross, I need to talk to you.”

No response.

“I’m sorry to intrude like this, but it’s really important.” Let’s see how far nice gets me. That was usually the best way to approach most people.

He opened the door.

“Mr. Cross.”

He walked inside and closed the door with a quiet click.

She jogged up the steps and slammed her hand against the door. “Mr. Cross!”

No response.

She pounded her fist on the door.

The only sound was a bird taking flight from a tree nearby.

She felt the rage rising inside and closed her eyes to calm herself. Please.

Then she opened her eyes, took a breath, and opened the door.

Just inside was a two-story entry hall, lined with wood paneling up to a coffered ceiling. Just off that was what was probably supposed to be some kind of grand parlor, but it was unfurnished. To the left, the turret held a massive staircase that spiraled up to an open landing. Across from that was a large room with a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. Again no, furniture, not even a rug covering the old but shiny wood floors.

At the next room, she paused. A library. It was an octagonal room, two stories high with a catwalk around the second story, accessed by a spiral staircase made of intricate wrought iron. Bookshelves covered every wall except where windows stretched across the outside wall. This room was furnished. There was a desk and a few wingback chairs. And books. Everywhere books. Every single shelf was full, and several also lay on tables and on the desk. She’d never seen a more beautiful room.

The sound of Mr. Cross’ voice drew her attention away. It was quiet, sounding to come from just down the hall. She couldn’t hear what he said, but it was definitely his deep voice.

She continued down the hall and came to a kitchen. It was an interesting combination of old and new. The cabinets looked to have been hewn from the same old, polished wood as the walls and the bookshelves, but the countertops and backsplash were white quartz, clean and glistening smooth.

Standing at the island, Mr. Cross was petting a cat.

His rough hand was gentle on the cat’s fluffy fur. It had stripes like a tabby but was fluffy like a Persian. The cat purred as it strutted back and forth in front of him.

“Mr. Cross.” She expected some kind of answer this time, probably anger.

He gave no reaction.

She moved farther into the room and stood at the other side of the island, facing him. “Why were you there the other night? In that neighborhood when I was walking home.”

No response.

“I’m not going away.”

He turned, took a bowl from the cabinet, and filled it with water from the battered farmhouse sink in the island. Then he set it down in front of the cat. The cat started lapping up the fresh water.

“You’re hiding, correct?”

It took Cali a second to realize he was speaking to her, not the cat.

He finally looked at her. “I’m not stopping you. You’re welcome to stay at the company.” His tone was level and manner direct, but not unkind. As if he’d had many conversations with her, as if he hadn’t completely ignored her at every turn.

She paused. She needed answers, and she finally had his attention, however fleeting it might be. She had to handle this just right. “Do you know why I’m hiding?”

“No.”

“Is that the truth?”

“I won’t lie to you.”

“But you’ll ignore my existence.”

He made direct eye contact. “No.” His gaze seemed to bore into her, but not in an aggressive way. As if he knew all her secrets.

Then he turned and walked up the stairs at the back of the kitchen.

The cat jumped down and scurried across the room to follow, still purring.
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“What were you thinking?” Mr. Cross’ voice roared down the hall. Cali guessed he was in the executive conference room, but the entire floor could hear him.

Cali paused. She’d come upstairs to try to force him to talk to her. On Saturday, she hadn’t followed him up the stairs, and he hadn’t come back down. She hadn’t been quite brave enough to not only enter his house uninvited but also follow him up the stairs. She could be brazen, and even flat-out rude if needed, but even she had her limits. The man was her boss, after all.

She veered over to a nearby cubicle and asked the occupant, a young woman with very curly red hair, “What’s going on?”

She pursed her lips with attitude. “Who knows? It’s Mr. Cross.”

“Does he yell like that a lot?” Maybe if she understood a little more about the man, that would help.

“Sometimes.”

“About what?”

She shrugged. “Above my paygrade.”

The young man in the cubicle behind her pushed his chair closer. “I heard someone put in an offer on a property on behalf of the company without consulting Mr. Cross first.”

Cali sucked in a breath. “That doesn’t seem smart. Was it at least a reasonable offer on a property that would be good for the company?”

“About a hundred thousand over market value.”

The redhead had turned back to her computer, but said in a sing-song voice, “Someone’s gettin’ fired.”

Cali asked, “Does he fire people a lot? I’m down in Property Accounting—I haven’t seen a lot of terminations.”

“I haven’t seen a lot either,” the young man said.

“Does he yell a lot?”

He shook his head. “It’s when it gets really quiet that you need to worry.”

“What do you mean?”

“Every time it gets really quiet in a meeting with Mr. Cross, the people come out looking all drained of color. They don’t talk or even look at anyone on the way by, just get out of there.”

“What do you think is happening when it gets quiet?” Like it was right now all of a sudden.

“Ritual sacrifices.” The redhead still faced her computer screen.

“I don’t think he’s all that bad,” the young man said. “Pay is fair, and the benefits are really good.”

The redhead looked over her shoulder. “HR decides all that, not Mr. Cross.”

“But you know he approves everything that happens in this company.”

She pursed her lips and turned back to her computer.

“You don’t like him?” Cali asked her quietly.

“You see what everyone says. The Beast. There’s always at least some truth mixed in.”

Cali wasn’t sure if she agreed with there always being truth mixed in. “Why do they call him that, anyway?”

She raised her brows. “Have you never seen him?”

“His scars, you mean? Didn’t he serve in the military?”

“I heard he didn’t do a lot of serving. Well, more like serving himself. You don’t get that rich from being in the Navy.”

“What do you mean?”

The young man jumped in. “That’s all just gossip rag stuff.”

“He’s a billionaire—with a big ol’ capital B. Truth to everythiiiing.” She finished in the same sing-song voice, then swung back around in her chair to face her computer.

Cali decided chatting with people might be more helpful than trying, yet again, to get Mr. Cross to tell her what was going on, so she headed to the breakroom for the fiftieth floor. A few people who’d probably taken a late lunch were still lingering. Cali grabbed a drink from the soda fountain, struck up a casual conversation, and waited for an opening.

A pudgy middle-aged man in slacks and a short-sleeve button-down was saying, “My time off got approved. The wife’s happy.”

“So, do you like working here?” Cali asked.

“Depends on what day you ask.”

She smiled a little and waited for him to clarify.

A woman with long gray hair pulled back in a braid sat down at the table. “Policies and pay are fair. That’s enough for me.”

“That’s because you don’t have to have meetings with Mr. Cross.”

“You go in with your team. You don’t even have to talk. What could be so bad?”

“You don’t have to sit there with the pressure of his stare on you.”

Cali could understand that. She’d seen enough in her life that his demeanor, that harsh gaze and the way he held himself like a brick wall, didn’t get to her. But she saw how it might make the average person excessively nervous.

“I always feel like he’s about to punch me in the face if I use the wrong word,” the man said.

“He’s not going to punch anyone in the face,” the woman scoffed. “That’d be an HR and legal nightmare. He’s way too smart for that. If he wants you scared, he’ll whisper real quiet, so no one but you can hear.”

Cali swore the man shuddered.

“You think he’s smart, then?” Cali asked.

“I think he’s a whole lot smarter than anyone on the outside gives him credit for,” the woman said. “A lot of people think he’s just some dumb football player with too much money from getting his head bashed in.”

“Getting his head bashed in?” the man said. “He did the bashing, not the other way around.”

“Even so, people seem to think he’s not that smart.”

“But you disagree,” Cali said.

“Let’s just say I’ve been watching how he directs this company for years, and he’s never made a bad turn. Got us through a recession leaps and bounds ahead of the competition. This place is in solid hands. And that means my job is solid as long as I perform well.”

“Yeah, he’s smart,” the man said. “But ruthless. Did you hear about the Baker deal? The seller didn’t give him the price he wanted, so he had his construction group jack up pricing on all their projects until they complied.”

“I heard the price Baker wanted was outrageous. Maybe he’s a little aggressive, but he’s also not a doormat.”

The man leaned closer, elbow on the table. “So why all the security? This place is Fort Knox. What’s up with that?”

Cali had noticed that as well. There were two armed guards in the lobby and a guard at each floor, as well as cameras and a sophisticated badge system. It was something that had drawn her to this particular job—she felt safe inside this building and could properly focus.

“He’s a celebrity,” the woman said. “I, for one, appreciate that we don’t have to deal with a media circus every time we come to work.”

“Maybe if he stayed out of the headlines, he wouldn’t have to worry about any of that.”

“Maybe if the gossip vultures left the poor man in peace, it wouldn’t be an issue.”

“Are you really defending him like he’s an innocent?”

Cali jumped in. “What kind of gossip?”

“Anything and everything,” the woman said.

“First of all, he sleeps around,” the man said.

“No one has ever won a paternity suit.”

“I have one word as a response: Billionaire.”

“Not every woman is so easily paid off.”

“Apparently, he chooses wisely.”

Cali wasn’t so sure about any of that. He didn’t live like a playboy—or at least his house certainly wasn’t set up for the life of a playboy. Almost no furniture, and the room that did have furniture was filled to the ceiling with books. She’d guess Unabomber before she’d guess playboy.

She needed to get back to work, so she told them goodbye and headed down the hall.

On the way to the elevator, she caught a glimpse of Mr. Cross. She almost turned and walked toward him, but he disappeared around a corner.

After getting off the elevator, she walked to her desk.

Maybe she needed to look at things more like that man in the breakroom. Maybe Mr. Cross suspected her of something—like stealing. But the way he did business, from what she’d seen, was direct. And she wasn’t high up like Bob Walsh had been. She was so low that if he suspected something nefarious on her part, it would be easier just to let her go and hire another of a thousand bookkeepers. And he definitely wouldn’t have brought her in with Josephine on that Bob Walsh meeting if he thought she wasn’t trustworthy.

She got to work but kept rolling everything around in the back of her head.

When she walked to the Gray Hats that evening, she watched
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