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Chapter 1: Caitlin




Iwalk up behind Allie Rosche just as five men in Hawaiian shirts stop at her podium to check in. They give her their names one after the other. “Kendrick Holyoake, Travis Orchard, Bradley Cowell, Grady Knowlton, and Sterling Stachowsky.” 

I wait for Allie to give them the information about the safety and security briefing and tour they need to attend. “But it doesn’t start for another hour,” she tells them. “You gentlemen can relax in your suites or explore the ship while you wait. Welcome aboard. Have a wonderful cruise.”

I take that opportunity to step around her and extend my hand to all five men. “Gentlemen, I’m Caitlin Redding from Imagining Media Group.”

Kendrick’s eyes fall out of their sockets. “You’re just the person we wanted to see! We have so much to discuss!”

Travis narrows his eyes at me. I’m a passenger on a cruise, but I’m wearing a business suit. “Why are you here?” he asks. “Did Imagining send you here to talk to us?”

“I’m going on the cruise with you to orient you to our company, get to know you, and talk business in between all the tanning, swimming, gambling, drinking, and entertainment you’re going to be enjoying.”

They all laugh. “Maybe we won’t be doing that much drinking and gambling,” Bradley tells me.

“The ship’s staff will already have taken your luggage upstairs to your suites. Why don’t we go to the concourse, grab some lunch, and get to know each other a little better before the safety briefing? We have a long cruise together. We can enjoy ourselves, discuss Marble Intelligence’s public relations needs, and how Imagining can best fulfill those needs.”

All five of the men talk excitedly as I lead them into the ship’s main piazza. Allie smiles at me as we walk away. I’m going to become these executives’ personal tour guide and social planner from now on.

Marble Intelligence isn’t a client of Imagining Media Group—not yet. They will be by the time I finish with these men. 

By the time the six of us return to dry land, they won’t be able to picture their future without Imagining Media Group handling all their public relations.

I lead the men onto the Electric Emerald’s main concourse. They won’t stop gaping at everything and exclaiming over how magnificent everything on the ship is. 

The five of them are some of the top executives in the intelligence technology world, but they look and act like any other cruise ship passengers. I’m the one who looks out of place in my suit.

I have to be careful around them. Wearing casual clothes might make them start to treat me as a passenger, too. 

They might start to see me as a casual young woman they can get socially friendly with instead of another businessperson who is here to keep things professional with them.

I walk them around the concourse for a while so they get to see all the restaurants, bars, dance halls, theaters, music and comedy clubs, casinos, and everything else to keep the passengers entertained.

This brief tour gives me an opportunity to assess my targets more closely. None of these men is over the age of thirty-five. The five of them started Marble Intelligence together in their college dorm room. 

Now they’re all billionaire executives of a giant mega-corporation fielding government military contracts from all over the world.

Travis is the hardcore strategist behind the group. He’s shrewd, savvy, ruthless, and borderline suspicious of anything and anyone he doesn’t already know. He has a way of narrowing his dark brown eyes at everyone and everything.

He clenches his jaw and compresses his lips when he does this. It makes him look ferocious and menacing, but he’s really just extremely attuned to every detail of his environment and the body language signals of everyone near him.

He’s also the one member of their group who regularly lifts weights. He’s much broader, bulkier, and more muscular than the others. 

He comes across as their bulldog bodyguard, but he’s the brains behind their operation. None of the others would be able to function in the business world without Travis watching their backs and protecting Marble’s interests. The others are naïve that way.

Kendrick is the youngest of the group with black curly hair, a bony, scrawny build, and a long, pointed, horsy face. 

He’s twenty-seven and he acts more like he’s nineteen. He’s married to the sweetest, nicest, most innocent girl around. Neither of them knew what hit them when Marble took off.

He’s your classic computer and tech nerd. He could barely socialize with anyone before he became rich and famous and he’s still that way now. He’s more comfortable in his workshop with all his computers.

Bradley is more down-to-earth, but he still isn’t Travis. Bradley is obsessed with all things spyware. He’s heavy-set with curly blonde hair and glasses. He would be the kind of guy who used his spyware to clandestinely film girls undressing in their locker rooms.

Marble’s success gave him a healthy outlet for his mania for spying on people. Now he’s the tech genius behind Marble’s most lucrative inventions. He’s constantly coming up with new and zany ways to improve their products and invent new ones.

Grady is a computer programmer who would rather not interact with human beings at all. Computer code is the way he thinks. The rest of the human social world is an alien planet he can’t wait to escape.

He’s always been super nice to me, though. He’s a really great guy and he can hold a conversation as long as it interests him. He lacks all tact when he gets bored. He’ll just straight up walk out on a conversation if it doesn’t hold his interest.

He’s also very young—or he acts like it. He’s six-foot-five with short brown hair, brown eyes, and the kind of baby face most women swoon over. He could have been a movie star if he’d gone into any entertainment business.

Sterling is an accountant. That’s his genius. He handles the business side of Marble Intelligence. If there’s a spreadsheet involved, Sterling is your man.

He’s carrying quite a few extra pounds with a dumpy, plodding build. He never does anything fast unless there are numbers and math equations involved.

I finally lead the five men back to the Lighthouse Restaurant. It’s the last restaurant and bar before we exit to the piazza. I’ll be able to get the men to the safety briefing from here once it starts.

I sit the five of them at a table, find out what they want to drink and eat for lunch, and go over to the bar to order for them.

The bartender is a short Asian woman. She’s standing at the bar sink washing glasses and talking to another man. He sits on a bar stool eating a sandwich and drinking what looks like clear, yellowish soda out of a glass.

I stand there waiting for him to finish exchanging the last pleasantries with the bartender. He wears a pair of almost knee-length shorts and an untucked blue button-up short-sleeved shirt with tiny white pinstripe lines in large squares all over the shirt.

He wears a pair of navy blue and white sneakers with ankle socks. He must be one of the passengers.

He has a Latino look with thick, black curly hair and strong, square, angular features that border somewhere between Native South American and almost Russian exotic. His sharp black eyes dart to me when he sees me waiting.

He breaks off his conversation with the bartender so I can give her the Marble executives’ order. She dries her hands to ring the order into the point-of-sale system.

“You’re on a cruise. You’re here to relax—not to conduct business,” the guy tells me while we wait.

I smile at him. He’s stunningly good-looking, but he has a smooth, casual way of opening a conversation.

“I can do both,” I tell him. “That’s what I’m here for.”

“You could at least wear casual clothes,” he points out. “Are you going to wear a suit for the whole trip?”

I find myself laughing. I don’t know why. Anyone else saying the same thing to me might make me defensive. 

“I wouldn’t want those guys to see me dressed casually and decide to hit on me,” I tell him. “I want them to know I’m here in a professional capacity.”

He glances over at the table. “None of them looks like they’re in any danger of hitting on you. They know you’re miles out of their league.”

I turn bright red. “They’re billionaires. I’m the one who’s out of their league. Each of them has been called the most eligible bachelor in the country—multiple times.”

The guy’s eyes dart back to me. “I bet any of them would kill to go out with you. You’re the kind of woman guys like that dream about.”

I blush again and turn away to get my receipt from the bartender. This is a business lunch, so I’ll be claiming all my expenses from this trip.

The guy holds out his hand to me. “I’m Cruz—Cruz Guthrie. Maybe I’ll see you around the ship sometime—sometime when you’re wearing casual clothes and not babysitting a bunch of man-children.”

I can’t help but smile at him. He’s definitely hitting on me.

I shake his hand. “I’m Caitlin Redding. Maybe you will and maybe you’ll see me around the ship sometime wearing a suit and talking business with my prospective clients. This cruise is a business venture for me. I’m not here to have a good time unless they’re having a good time.”

He opens his mouth to say something else, but he stops short when a group of women come into the restaurant behind us. They mob Cruz all talking at once. One of them puts her arm around him and rests her head on his shoulder.

The others crowd way too close. I take a step back to make room for them. They don’t even notice that I was talking to him first.

They start bombarding him with questions about what he’s doing, where he’s going to be later, and demanding to get together with him tonight when all their schedules synchronize.

I take that opportunity to return to the table where I sit down with the Marble Intelligence executives. They’re talking about Bradley’s latest invention—or attempted invention.

I find my gaze wandering back to Cruz and his bevy of female admirers. He must be one of those guys who spends all his time on the ship meeting up with any woman who is willing.

He must have been on the ship for a while to get six of them interested in him all at the same time. He doesn’t seem to dissuade any of them from hanging all over him, getting in his face, and even rubbing against him.

He must be nearing the end of his cruise if he’s been here for so long. He’ll leave and never see these women again. I’ll never see him again, either, which is for the best. I don’t want to get too mixed up with such a shameless player.








  
  
Chapter 2: Caitlin




Imeet up with the Marble Intelligence executives in the evening. They went to their suites after the safety and security briefing. They’ve been exploring the ship on their own since then. 

The five of them are sharing two suites, one two-bedroom suite for Kendrick and Sterling and one three-bedroom suite for the rest of them.

The five of them are on the opposite side of the ship and on a completely different deck from me. That gives me a chance to get away from them and enjoy some quiet time by myself for at least a few hours every day.

Three other members of the Imagining Media Group team are on board carrying out our own little PR campaign with different prospective clients. 

No one knows the four of us are working together. We don’t do anything together. No one sees us together in public. No one knows we work for the same company or even that we know each other.

We hold regular meetings while we’re on the ship to discuss our progress, but we hold these meetings on video so no one sees us together. We don’t want our prospective clients to realize we’re waging this campaign to get them on our books.

I take the five Marble executives out to dinner in a really nice restaurant called the Portsmouth. Our conversation naturally turns to business. I take the opening to hear their PR concerns that are leading them to hire a PR firm in the first place.

Their international contracts are shedding light on the company’s many overseas clients. Marble is getting a reputation for spyware and also for game-changing technology that can tip the outcome of almost any conflict worldwide.

This could be a good thing or a bad thing depending on which side someone is on. 

People who want a certain side to win a particular conflict could see Marble as part of the evil military-industrial complex or even a shadow terrorist organization interfering in the international political landscape.

Others might see Marble Intelligence as a good old American success story that made its money helping the freedom fighters of the world stand up to despotic tyrants and totalitarian regimes.

It will be Imagining Media’s job to spin Marble’s activities one way instead of the other—but that isn’t my job. 

My job is to convince these five men that Imagining Media understands their concerns and that our company is the most qualified to manage Marbles’ public image.

We talk all the way through dinner about which countries are courting Marble as suppliers and how doing business with these countries could impact the public perception of Marble Intelligence.

Marble already does business with the US government. Needless to say, the five men are just as concerned about how US military contracts will affect the company’s public image. 

The US military is as much a public relations minefield as the Russian military, the North Korean military, and the Chinese military.

“Let’s go have some fun and take our minds off of all of this,” I suggest after I pay the check. “Let’s go to a concert and see some live music. I’m sure the militaries of the world won’t change their geopolitical positions for the next few hours.”

The men all laugh. They talk about other things on their way downstairs. I love that I can direct their moods with a few well-chosen words. I can switch the men on and off from serious business to lighthearted fun in a matter of seconds.

We get to the concert hall just as the place is filling up. The band in question is a rock power trio called Primal Impulse. The notices outside the concert hall say the band has had multiple Billboard hits. 

The notice lists a bunch of reviews from Rolling Stone Magazine and others. I’m surprised I’ve never heard of the band if they’re that famous.

I get a table on one of the raised tiers surrounding the dance floor. Something tells me the Marble executives won’t be out there bopping it up with the other dancers, but I could be wrong.

The atmosphere in the concert hall escalates to a fever of high excitement. More people show up and pack the seats.

A crowd of twenty women shows up and takes up a bunch of space on the dance floor right in front of the stage. The group includes all the women who mobbed Cruz at the Lighthouse.

I start to get a bad feeling about this, but nothing can prepare me for what happens next. The band comes out on stage and starts getting ready to perform. The women go nuts and start clapping, screaming, and making a big noise even before the band starts playing.

I stare in shock when Cruz comes out with the band. He looks nothing like he did at the Lighthouse earlier today. He wears black leather pants and a black leather jacket over a tight black T-shirt.

He wears black leather square-toed boots with a bright chrome D-ring on the outer ankle. 

He looks like a biker with his black hair gelled into tight, shiny curls. He actually looks like a rock star who has hit the Billboard charts and gotten praised by Rolling Stone Magazine.

He carries an electric guitar and he goes around the stage checking all the sound equipment. He plugs his guitar into one of the wires on the floor and the equipment amplifies the instrument through the speakers.

“Isn’t that the guy from the Lighthouse earlier?” Travis yells into my ear.

I nod, too stunned to think straight. I thought Cruz was a passenger, but he isn’t. He’s the guitarist and frontman for this band.

He counts to four and he and the band start playing. One of the other members of their trio plays the drums. The third plays the bass. Cruz plays guitar, sings, and occasionally goes over to a stand of electric keyboards to add different effects to their music.

He plays fast and loud. His guitar screams out electric riffs of fast-paced rock music that gets the whole concert hall jumping. He sings fast and loud, too. He belts out every lyric in a hard, driving tone that perfectly matches the dangerous, biker mood of the whole band.

He performs so confidently that I find myself gawking at him in astonishment. He acted so casual and laid-back at the Lighthouse. Now he hardly looks or acts like the same person.

He embodies the biker rebel vibe of a world-famous rock star with a mob of admiring fans following him around the ship. He barely looks at his adoring fans standing right in front of him.

A bunch of people rush to the dance floor. The women out there go out of their minds like Cruz is the second coming of Elvis or something. The noise coming from the amplifiers attracts more people from the concourse. They pack the concert hall to bursting.

The five Marble executives rock out in their seats. None of them can stop grinning. They love this, but I can’t stop staring at Cruz. He really is magnetic in his charisma, presence, and the passion he puts into his performance.

I can see why all these women go wild over him. His movements, voice, and energy make him irresistibly attractive in a reckless, bad-boy way. He’s sexy, edgy, and scorching hot.

I make up my mind right then and there never to have anything to do with him. I would never want anyone to associate me with one of Cruz’s many female admirers. They’re groupies. Some of them look like they’re in their forties, but they’re still groupies.

They act like teenagers around him. They throw themselves at him, scream in rapture every time he makes a move, and they lose their minds whenever he performs a solo or even just a little riff on his guitar.

He sure is talented, though. He’s a great guitarist. His licks, solos, and driving melody lines keep the band going forward at a fast, rhythmic pace that infects the listener’s blood. 

The drummer and bass player are much more understated. They don’t perform for the audience the way Cruz does. They follow his lead. He’s the focal point of the whole band. He’s their greatest selling point.

His delivery makes it all work. The band wouldn’t produce the same effect on the audience without him right out front there carrying the whole performance.

The band performs for two hours. The audience shows no sign of slowing down. Everyone is still bouncing up and down by the time Cruz performs his last number, thanks the audience, and the band leaves the stage.

The audience gives them a standing ovation. The crowd is still standing there clapping when the band comes back and does an encore. The audience goes wild until it really is time for the band to leave.

The crowd starts to disperse. Everyone laughs and talks excitedly about how great the performance was. I catch snatches of conversation from the departing women about how Cruz is the greatest rock star who has ever lived.

I wouldn’t go that far, but he sure is good. I definitely wasn’t expecting that, especially not from that clean-cut guy I met at the Lighthouse.








  
  
Chapter 3: Cruz




Isit down on my usual stool in the Lighthouse Restaurant. Yoshi isn’t here, but the bar sink is full of soapy water, so she must have just stepped into the back. 

She comes out in a second and smiles at me. “Hey, Cruz,” she greets me. “The usual for lunch today?”

“Yeah. Thanks. How’s it going, sweetie?”

She makes a face at me. “Diego is back there firing our new dishwasher.”

I laugh. “I don’t want to know.”

“No, you don’t.” She goes over to the register to enter my order. “We go through a new one every week.”

I open my mouth to ask who Diego will get to wash dishes after this, but I don’t get a chance to before three women enter the restaurant from behind me. They’re all over me before I can stop them.

Marlene Stewart pushes her way between my knees and puts her arms around my neck. “When are you going to take that walk on the deck with me like you promised, Cruz?” she asks.

“I never promised any such thing.” I try to pull away without being too rude about it. “You’re making that up.”

Lydia Leiland yanks Marlene out of the way so I don’t have to. “Leave him alone, you shameless tramp!” Lydia snaps and turns to me. She holds out a gold box wrapped in black ribbon. “I got you something, Cruz.”

“I told you to stop buying me things. Your husband won’t like it. He already gave me a hard time the last time you tried to give me something.”

“Can we get together for a drink after your gig tonight?” Alana Francisco asks from my other side.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I tell her. “I’m usually too busy after gigs and you have a family waiting for you upstairs. You should spend time with them instead of me.”

Lydia shoves the box into my face. “Open it, Cruz. I bought it just for you.”

I’m just about to protest and make an excuse not to open the box when Troy Nixon walks into the bar. All three women stand with their backs to him. They don’t see him until he physically pulls Marlene off me. 

“Don’t you ladies have families and other things to do besides hounding this man around the ship?” Troy demands.

“Leave us alone, Troy,” Alana counters. “We just want to talk to him.”

“It looks to me like you want to do a lot more than that,” he remarks.

Lydia starts to turn around to confront him. At least she isn’t trying to make me open that box. 

I’ve learned the hard way not to accept gifts from fans. They spend way too much on expensive jewelry and other luxury items to get my attention. Then they expect something in return. Sometimes they even think they can buy their way into my bed with these gifts.

Like something out of my worst nightmare, another man enters the Lighthouse just then. He completely ignores Troy and the women and barges up to me.

I know this man. Chet Leiland is Lydia’s husband. He points in my face exactly the way I knew he would. “You stay away from my wife, you lowlife piece of shit!” he snarls. “I told you to back off. If I catch you near her again, I swear I’ll smash your face in…..”

Troy steps forward to intervene, but Lydia gets there first. She grabs her husband’s arm. “Stop it, Chet,” she snaps. “You’re making a fool of yourself….”

He throws his arm at her to shake her off. He doesn’t turn around to face her. He keeps glaring at me like he might smash my face in right now.

He’s threatened me before. He doesn’t want to believe that Lydia is the one who keeps coming after me instead of the other way around.

He throws his arm a little too hard and his elbow nails his wife in the face. Her nose explodes in a cloud of blood and she staggers backward. She collides with Troy before her knees buckle.

He catches her just in time to lower her unconscious body to the ground. The other women scream. That’s the only thing that makes Chet turn away from me to see what the problem is.

I sit there on my stool watching the commotion from afar while Troy calls in the security and medical teams. The security guys drag Chet and the other women away. The medical team loads Lydia onto a gurney and wheels her off to the infirmary.

Yoshi stands behind the bar watching the whole disaster play out. It takes a long time before the mayhem dies down enough for me to turn around and eat my lunch.

The surrounding rubberneckers finally drift away to go do something else. The Lighthouse empties until only Yoshi and I remain. I can eat in peace now.

I take a sip of my sparkling cider and a bite of my sandwich before Troy comes back alone. He sinks onto the stool next to me with a heavy sigh. “Do you ever notice how trouble follows you around like a bad smell?” he asks.

“I never asked for this,” I counter. “I was just sitting here minding my own business. They’re the ones who are always hunting me down, getting in my face, and trying to give me gifts. You can ask Lydia. I never did anything with her. She would probably lose interest if I did.”

He snorts. “She probably would, but the fact remains that you are one of the most clear and present security threats on the ship. Not a week goes by when I don’t have to deal with some incident related to you. Today was just one of many and not even the worst one. You and I both know that.”

“What do you want me to do about it? It isn’t like I can suddenly stop doing my job. I’m here to perform with the band. What the passengers do isn’t my concern.” I look up and narrow my eyes at him. “This isn’t about Chet and Lydia, is it? Why did you really come over here?”

He sighs again. “Someone spiked Mallory Flynn’s drink last night. She was found unconscious and possibly assaulted on the bathroom floor in one of the sixth-deck bathrooms.

“I had nothing to do with that.” I frown. “The sixth floor is a staff area. She shouldn’t have been down there.”

“That’s what leads us to believe it was a staff member who assaulted her. She and her husband were out at The Rave down the concourse there. We think whoever spiked her drink did it there. Then the perpetrator followed her until she passed out and carried her below decks so no one would see what was happening.”

“Don’t you have all of that on security camera footage? You should have had the whole club under surveillance—not to mention all the hallways, elevators, and rooms where the perp could have taken her.”

“That also leads me to believe the perp was a staff member. Whoever did this knew exactly where the cameras were and how to get around them.” He raises both hands in front of me. “I have to say this, but Russell Flynn is accusing you of doing it.”

“That’s impossible. I was in public all night at the concert and around the venue afterward. You should have me on security camera footage, too.”

“I do. I just had to talk to you about the accusation. You know what Russell is like. He already thinks you’re the Devil Incarnate.”

I look away. “I never did anything with Mallory. I told her for over a week to leave me alone. I tell all of them to leave me alone. I don’t want any of this. I just want to play my music and make a living. That’s all.”

“I know, but I have to investigate every possibility. You have to understand that. You are a member of staff. You do have access to the sixth deck. You could have taken her down there—I mean you could have done it if you hadn’t been up in the concourse at the time.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Try not to take it personally. These guys have every reason to be jealous.”

“But not because of me,” I insist. “They have reason to be jealous of their wives and girlfriends. I never did anything to encourage these women.” I wave at Yoshi. “You can ask anyone.”

“I know, man. You don’t have to tell me. I’m only informing you so you know the situation we’re in. Try not to take it personally. This happens to a lot of guys who play music on the ship. You aren’t unique in this—except that your act somehow has that kind of effect on women. It isn’t like you’re John Denver or anything. Women like you.”

I snort. I can’t even take the joke. “This is the last thing I need.”

“Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

“Are you sure about that?” I hear how resentful I sound. “Are you sure you don’t want me to lock myself away in my cabin downstairs and never show my face in public again?”

“I hate to say this, but showing your face in public is probably the one thing that’s keeping you out of jail right now. Stay in public areas where you know the security cameras can record your movements and activities. That’s the best way we can prove you didn’t do anything if anyone does make an accusation. This isn’t the first and I’m sure it won’t be the last. Stay visible. Stay public and stay clean. Don’t do anything anyone can accuse you of later.”

“I never have. I never laid a finger on any of those women.”

“I know you didn’t, Cruz. You don’t have to keep telling me. I’m trying to help you deal with these accusations in the future. This footage is your best friend. Take advantage of it and stay in areas with a lot of people around—people who can verify your whereabouts later.”

I nod down at my plate. I don’t feel like eating all of a sudden. “Okay. I’ll do that.”

He claps me on the shoulder again and leaves me alone with my lunch, but I can’t enjoy it. Yoshi has been standing there listening to our conversation the whole time. I don’t know how to think and feel about that.

Everyone on the ship’s staff knows I don’t play around with the passengers. Yoshi and the other bartenders have been listening to me push these women away for months. 

The rest of the staff has also heard me defending myself against all these women’s angry, jealous husbands and boyfriends. The security team has gotten more calls about irate men attacking me than any other staff member. Troy is right about that.

I had no reason to drug Mallory Flynn. She would have gone with me willingly if I really wanted to do it with her. She’s been throwing herself at me ever since she set foot on the ship.

I can’t help cringing over the accusation, though. That’s the last thing I need.








  
  
Chapter 4: Cruz




Itry to take a bite of my sandwich. I’ve already paid for it. I should eat it, but I don’t have much of an appetite after hearing Russell Flynn’s accusation that I drugged and assaulted his wife. 

I really wish I could hide below decks and never show my face in public again. Troy’s advice to stay visible doesn’t make it any easier. Who else on the ship thinks I assaulted Mallory?

I’m just planning to walk out on this meal when five men come into the Lighthouse. I recognize them instantly as the executives from the other day. They were in here with that woman….what was her name?

Caitlin. Caitlin Redding. How could I forget?

I might have forgotten her name, but I could never forget her. She’s jaw-dropping in a smoky, mysterious way. She wears her silky, satin-black hair sweeping down past her shoulders to her back. 

Her flinty black eyes have a way of flashing that instantly shoots to my guts, but she also has a warm smile that can turn childishly mischievous and cheery at the same time. She’s a wild combination of witchy mysterious dark energy and inviting feminine softness.

She always wears a business suit. I’ve never seen her wearing anything else—for obvious reasons. She’s here on business and doesn’t want these guys to think of her any other way.

I find it impossible not to think of her the other way even when she does wear a suit. She wears her suits tailored in an old-fashioned style that looks extra feminine and shows off her curves. She doesn’t look like a woman pretending to be a man.

Caitlin isn’t with the men this time. They’re on their own. They stop next to the bar and start talking about their business.

“We’re talking about a multi-billion-dollar contract,” the tall one points out. “This deal could put us on the map.”

“We’re already on the map, Grady,” a square-shouldered bruiser counters. “We don’t need this deal to run our business. The deal could bankrupt us if it destroys our reputation with our stockholders, other potential customers, and the general public.”

“That’s why we would hire a PR firm,” the horse-faced one interjects. “It’s the PR firm’s job to make sure everyone gets the right idea so the deal doesn’t destroy our reputation.”

“A PR firm can’t save us from everything,” the bruiser points out. “People remember corporate scandals long after they’re gone. All the PR in the world can’t bring a company back from that.”

I turn and glance over at them. “What’s the deal?”

The bruiser makes a face at me. “You wouldn’t understand.”

I take another bite of my sandwich. “I agree with you. Reputation is everything.”

“What do you know about it?” he snaps back. “You’re a musician.”

I face front and don’t look at him. “PR only works when your reputation is good. If something happens to tarnish your reputation, the damage has already been done by the time the PR guys get involved.”

“That’s exactly what Caitlin said,” Grady adds. “She said our decision to take this deal will determine our market position for the life of the company.”

I turn around again and study all five of them. They’re young. They don’t seem to have much experience in the business world. Their business must have just taken off.

“What’s the deal?” I ask again.

The five of them exchange glances. “We got an offer from the Islamic Republic of Iran,” the guy with glasses murmurs. “They want to use our technology to target Kurdish insurgents and potentially wipe out millions of refugees.”

I raise my eyebrows. “I agree with your friend there. That could cause a public backlash that could destroy your company.”

Grady elbows the fat guy next to him. “I told you so! We should have listened to Caitlin on this. She said we should turn down this job. She even said Imagining Media might not be able to take us as a client if we accepted the contract.”

“Turning down this contract would be a political statement,” the horse-faced guy counters. “We would be sending a message to all our other potential clients—including the US government. We would be telegraphing to everyone that we’re going to pick and choose who we sell to based on their political stance. Is that really what we want?”

“The alternative is that we don’t pick and choose at all,” the beefy bruiser cuts in. “The alternative is that we go ahead and sell our technology to every lowlife scumbag dictator and war criminal on the planet. Is that really how we want to position ourselves? Is that what Marble Intelligence really stands for? We’re talking about our company’s public reputation. That’s going to follow us for the rest of our lives—and not just in the business world.”

“There might be a way you could get out of the contract without making a political statement,” I interrupt. “You could put your PR machine to work before you ever finalize the contract.”

All five of them turn around to stare at me. “How?” Grady asks.

“Don’t listen to him!” the bruiser snaps. “He’s a rock star. He doesn’t know anything about business.”

Caitlin walks in right then. I have to stop myself from getting butterflies in my stomach when her black eyes lock on me.

She gets that hard look when she sees me talking to her clients—or prospective clients. I don’t even know if she’s working with them yet.

“Is anything wrong?” she asks.

The bruiser waves at me. “We were just discussing the Iran contract offer.”

“Cruz thinks he knows a way we can get out of it without making a political statement,” the guy with glasses explains.

Caitlin’s eyes snap to mine. “Is that so?”

I try to shrug it away. “I never said it was a good idea. It’s just something I study in my free time. It might be nothing.”

The bruiser pulls his tall young friend away by the arm. “It doesn’t matter because he doesn’t know anything about our business. Let’s sit down and talk about it. Then we can decide what to do.”

Grady pulls his arm out of the other guy’s grasp. “I want to hear what he has to say. None of us can make up our minds. He might have a good idea.”

The bruiser snorts at me. “He plays the guitar and sings for a living. How could he have a good idea about an international military hardware contract? Come on. This conversation is a waste of time.”

Grady shakes him off a second time and turns back to me. “What’s your idea, Cruz? How do you think we should spin it before we accept the contract? Don’t pay any attention to them. I want to know.”

“I think you should check and see if the deal would even be legal under the Geneva Convention,” I tell him. “You might find some legal loophole that would technically forbid you from taking the contract even if you wanted to. Then you could tell the Iranians that you wanted to take the deal but you can’t for reasons beyond your control. You aren’t making a political statement and you aren’t putting your reputations at risk by potentially aiding and abetting a mass killing.”

The fat guy with glasses gasps and his mouth falls open. “That’s a great idea! Why didn’t we think of that?” He bumps Caitlin’s elbow. “Imagining could handle that, couldn’t they? They could spin it both ways. We could apologize to the Iranians for not being able to accommodate them and at the same time spin it so that we’re doing the socially responsible thing by not getting involved in government attacks on helpless refugees.”

“How do you say we deal with the US government, then?” the bruiser demands. “We haven’t checked them to find out if they’re using our technology against civilians. In fact, we know they are, but we still sell to them.”

Grady turns to me. “What do you say about that, Cruz?”

The bruiser rolls his eyes to heaven. “What is he—our new PR consultant? Do you hear yourselves? You’re asking advice from a man who plays the guitar in a rock band.”

I laugh at him. “You don’t have to take my advice. I never offered to be your PR consultant. That’s Caitlin’s job.”

I glance at her and find her staring at me extra intently. Her eyes and features don’t soften, but I don’t detect any anger or resentment in her that I’m giving her clients PR advice. She studies me closely like she’s trying to figure me out.

Grady waves me toward him. “Come have lunch with us, Cruz.”

“I’m already eating lunch here, man,” I tell him. “I’m not part of this.”

“Bring your lunch with you,” the guy in glasses insists. “We can talk better if we all sit down—unless you have to be somewhere. Do you have to be somewhere?”

“I don’t have to be anywhere. I have the day free until my gig tonight.”

They all start talking at once. Grady and the guy with glasses pull me toward their table. I can’t hear if any of the others are protesting and telling them what a terrible idea it is to have anything to do with me.

Yoshi gives me a look when I pick up my plate and join them at their table. They go around and introduce themselves to me. The bruiser is Travis. The horse-faced guy is Kendrick. The one with glasses is Bradley. The other dumpy one is Sterling.

I sit down with them and they start filling me in on every detail of their business. They tell me more than I ever wanted or needed to know.

Caitlin hesitates to join us at the table. She listens to everything they say to me and everything I say back to them.

We start talking about US military contracts. Marble Intelligence—that’s these guys’ business—they’ve already accepted multiple contracts mostly for spyware, drones, satellite tracking software, and surveillance equipment.

Travis insists this equipment was deployed to the US Special Forces and hasn’t been used on the US civilian public.

“You don’t actually know that, though,” Kendrick points out. “The military could have told us any old bullshit they wanted us to believe and then turned around and used it against the US public anyway.”

“What were we supposed to do—not sell to the US government?” Bradley asks. “We wouldn’t have a business right now if we hadn’t sold to them. We would still be living in our mothers’ basements.”

“There’s no law that says you have to sell to the US military,” I point out. “There’s no law that says you have to continue to sell to the US military, either. You could announce to the public that you just found out the military was using your products for nefarious purposes and you’ve decided not to sell to them ever again. You can do that.”

“But we already know all our customers are going to use our products for nefarious purposes,” Bradley counters. “It’s spyware. What do you think they’re going to use it for? The vast majority of our potential customer base is either military, paramilitary, or some other nefarious criminal organizations. We wouldn’t be able to run our business without selling to someone dirty.”

“Then the only option is to sell to everyone and take ourselves out of the equation,” Travis interjects. “We would have to make it our market position that we don’t investigate anyone or anything they might use our technology to accomplish. We just make the stuff and sell it. We don’t set ourselves up as an international watchdog group out to impose our brand of social justice on the world.”

Grady turns back to me. “What do you think, Cruz?”

“I think Travis has a good point, but I still say there’s a way for you to have your cake and eat it, too.”

Travis groans. “I can’t listen to this.”

I only laugh at him. “You don’t have to. I don’t have to be here.”

“How can we have our cake and eat it, too?” Bradley asks. “Tell us.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” Kendrick interjects. “Maybe Travis is right and we shouldn’t listen to Cruz.”

“It can’t hurt us to at least hear what he has to say,” Bradley points out. “No one is going to force us to implement his idea if we don’t want to.”

“Thank you, Bradley,” I tell him. “Of course they aren’t.”

“So what’s the idea? How do we do it?”

“It’s simple,” I tell him. “You release your products on the open market. You sell them to both sides. If the Iranians want to use your products against the Kurds, you supply them to the Kurds to use against the Iranian government. If you supply the US government and you’re worried about them using your products against the American public, you offer the products on the open market so regular civilians can use them against the government. You level the playing field so no one has an advantage over anyone else.”

“That’s brilliant!” Grady gasps. “Why didn’t we think of that?”

“That’s exactly what I just said!” Travis blares.

“The only problem with that is that the Kurds and the US public can’t afford our products,” Kendrick points out. “The Kurds would already have bought our products if they could afford them.”

“That isn’t the point,” I tell him. “The point is that the products are available to everyone. You do this for PR reasons—not because you care about who you’re selling to. If someone accuses you of being part of the tyrannical Iranian crackdown regime, you can point out that your products are equally available to the other side. You position yourselves as a neutral third party.”

“What’s the difference between that and just selling to everyone willy-nilly?” Travis fires back. “This is exactly the situation we’re trying to avoid.”

“I’m telling you to use this as a point in your PR campaign. You announce it to the whole world that you’re supplying the Kurdish resistance—or whoever it is that you’re supplying. Someone is always going to have a problem with you selling to one political actor or another. The orthodox Muslim world might have a problem with you selling to the Kurds. Amnesty International might have a problem with you selling to the Iranian government. The hardliners are going to have a problem with you selling this technology to the public. The conspiracy theorists are going to have a problem with you selling to the government. You have to spin your PR campaign to show that you aren’t siding with anyone and that this technology is freely available to everyone. You can make it out to be open source even though it’s privately owned and operated. It’s the equivalent of open source because it’s politically neutral.”

“That’s a great idea.” Grady turns to Caitlin. “What do you think? Could Imagining make it work?”

“I would have to look into it.” She glances at me and immediately looks away. “I’m sure our PR team has its own ideas about how to pitch your campaign.”

She refuses to look at me again. I can hear what she isn’t saying. She’s going to leave here and go search for a way to shoot down my idea. She doesn’t come right out and say so, but she doesn’t want her potential clients treating me as their PR consultant, either.

The conversation shifts. “What are we doing tonight, Caitlin?” Sterling asks. “Are we going to another show?”

“What would you guys like to do?” she asks back. “You could go off on your own if you want to. I don’t have to take you out every time.”

“You can take us out anytime,” Sterling replies.

She only smiles at him. “You’ve already seen Primal Instincts. We could go to one of the theaters or musicals.”

“No musicals,” Travis growls and the others laugh.

I stand up. “I better go. You fellas have a good day.” I glance down at Caitlin and wind up looking straight into her bottomless dark eyes. “You have a good day, too. I hope I see you later.”

I leave before she can answer. I hear the five men talking behind me as I walk away.

I hope she caught my hint. I really do hope I see her later. I hope I see her later a lot. She’s just about the most perfect woman I’ve ever met and I should know. I’ve met enough of them.








