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      “If you like a good conspiracy theory, you’ll LOVE Colleen Cross’ financial thriller, Game Theory. Financial fraud investigator, Kat Carter, is confronted with the very real possibility of world order conspiracy in this smart and compelling read that relates hauntingly to the current global economic and political climates. Was the economic crisis created? Is the news we are fed designed to mold our opinions and actions? Are we all just pawns in someone else’s game? You’ll begin to wonder after reading Game Theory. Thought provoking and wonderfully entertaining!”

      —Karen Cantwell, author

       

      “Another gripping page-turner from Colleen Cross. Suspense-charged to provide one plot twist after another, this credible tale of global fraud and currency domination draws you in and never lets go. An intelligent and exciting read!”

      —Sandra Nikolai, author
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      What money can’t buy, murder can.

      

      Someone is siphoning funds from billionaire Zachary Barron’s currency hedge fund. Intent on prosecuting the thief to the fullest extent of the law, he hires Katerina “Kat” Carter, the best forensic accountant in the business, to follow the money trail. Both are shocked when it leads to Zachary’s father, Nathan.

      And he’s just the tip of the iceberg.

      Nathan belongs to a shadowy organization with global ties and unimaginable resources. They already control the banking industry and the media, but their ultimate goal – the collapse of the global currency market and a new world order – will soon be within reach.

      Kat may be all that stands in their way. But for how long?

      The organization learns of her involvement and sends a warning. She knows it will be her last – others who have tried to foil their agenda have met with violent deaths.

      If Kat walks away and keeps her mouth shut, she’ll look over her shoulder for the rest of her life in a world she’ll scarcely recognize. Ignoring the threat makes her and everyone she cares about a target... or a potential traitor.

      Still, as Kat Carter knows all too well… the greater the risk, the greater the reward.

      And there's no hedging on this bet. It’s all or nothing.

      Who's in?

      "A riveting financial and legal thriller in the vein of Michael Connelly and John Grisham..."
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      He didn’t look like a man about to die. They never did. Part of the thrill was deciding their fates. It just required a bit of planning.

      “Back up. Just a little.” She focused him in her sights. He was easily twice her age, but surprisingly fit for sixty. He had matched her step for step as they skied and then snow-shoed up the steep Summit Trail. Wanted her in bed, just like every other man. She had decided long ago to use that to her advantage.

      He stepped back, moving closer to the cornice slab of snow that jutted out unsupported from the cliff. She’d been careful to take the eastern approach so he wouldn’t notice the dangerous overhang. Her pulse quickened as she anticipated what was to come. Whiskey jacks flew past on reconnaissance, the small gray birds circling as they swooped in to scavenge muffin crumbs from the man’s outstretched hand.

      It was a Wednesday morning and the backcountry was deserted. Another man on snowshoes had passed them in the opposite direction more than an hour ago. They were alone.

      “Smile.” She zoomed in, clicked the shutter, and felt a rush of exhilaration. Hers would be the last face he would see, the last voice he would hear.

      He grinned as he shifted his weight and unzipped his Gore-tex jacket. The sun shone through the low clouds, creating strange shadows across the snow.

      A split second later his face contorted, confidence replaced with unmasked fear. His mouth dropped open as his eyes hollowed with terror. It was her favorite part: the hunter now the prey, and her victim knowing she had something to do with it.

      Realization froze on his face as the ground beneath broke into pieces, unable to support his weight. The snow overhang snapped off the cliff, sending him hurtling down to the valley two hundred meters below.

      His screams echoed down the canyon. Then silence, except for the whiskey jacks circling back for seconds.

      She smiled. Almost too easy. She tossed the camera over the edge. No bullets, no mess. No trace, unless someone came looking before the next snowfall, forecasted to start in a few hours. Even if they found him before the spring melt, it would look like an accident, a tourist unfamiliar with backcountry snow conditions. She scattered the rest of the muffin to the birds. They pecked at each other, fighting for what was left of the crumbs.

      Just like she once did. Not anymore. She would get her fair share, even if she had to kill for it.
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      Katerina Carter shifted in the hard plastic chair and tucked her hands under her thighs. Her fingers were crossed on both hands, knuckles crushed into the unforgiving seat. It defied logic, but she did it anyway. What did she have to lose?

      Uncle Harry hunched forward beside her, elbows on knees, poised for Dr. McAdam’s next question. His first mini mental health exam had been six months ago, right after the accident. The early-stage Alzheimer’s diagnosis meant the loss of his driver’s license and the independence that went along with it. He’d been depressed ever since, his memory dramatically worsening.

      The tiny examination room barely held the three of them. Since the diagnosis, the doctor had insisted a family member accompany him. That was Kat given Aunt Elsie’s heart attack and sudden passing a year ago.

      “What city are we in, Harry?” Dr. McAdam rolled back on his stool as he waited for an answer.

      “Vancouver.” Her uncle pulled a hanky from his pocket and wiped his brow. A thin sheen of sweat covered his forehead.

      “Good. What is your home address?”

      “Easy—418 Maple.” Harry beamed.

      “All right. What year is it?”

      “It’s 1989.”

      “Hmmm. What month?”

      “June.”

      “What day of the week?”

      “Saturday.”

      December 5, 2012, a Wednesday. The Weather Channel finally got it right today. Wet snow, chance of freezing rain tonight.

      Kat checked her watch. Most of the afternoon gone with a full day’s work waiting for her at the office. Like most days lately—plans derailed, whole days and weeks evaporated in an instant. Keeping Harry safe, fed, and calm was practically a full-time job.

      “You better get yourself a calendar, doc. Now will you help me get my license back?”

      “Let’s deal with this first, Harry.” Dr. McAdam pointed to a drawing. “What do you see in this picture?”

      Harry cast a furtive glance at Kat. “A watch.”

      “And this?” Dr. McAdam smiled at him.

      “A pen. See? Easy-peasy.”

      “Now some arithmetic. Starting at one hundred, count down by taking seven off each time.”

      Harry wrung his hands together. “How is this getting my license back?”

      “Just bear with me, Harry.” Dr. McAdam shifted his gaze to Kat.

      “Uncle Harry, just relax. Take your time.” Kat’s mother had failed a similar test twenty years ago when she was first diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. The mood and memory changes were unmistakable, even to a fourteen-year-old.

      Kat’s father had accompanied her mother to the appointment. Shortly thereafter, he had walked out on both of them for good. That’s when she had moved in with the Dentons. Alzheimer’s was a cruel death sentence.

      At least Harry got twenty more years of sanity than his sister. Early-onset Alzheimer’s like her mom’s supposedly ran in families. Did she inherit the gene? She’d rather not know.

      “One hundred.”

      Silence.

      “Ninety-three.” Harry’s brows creased.

      Kat squeezed her fingers together as her stomach growled. Kat’s lunch plans had been foiled by a two-hour delay to convince Harry to leave the house. Harry had all his meals with her and Jace now, partly because he always forgot to eat on his own.

      “Twenty-three.”

      She pulled one hand free and glanced sideways at Harry. She wasn’t that hungry after all. Matter of fact, she felt a bit sick to her stomach. Harry had complained of stomach cramps for the last few days too. Must be that flu going around.

      Harry counted down to three and turned his gaze to the door. He hummed under his breath.

      “Harry?”

      “Doc? Are we done now?”

      “Not quite.” Dr. McAdam sighed and handed him a pencil with a clipboard. “I want you to draw a clock face. Then draw the clock hands pointing to ten before two.”

      Easy enough. Harry didn’t read or do his morning crossword anymore, but he still knew what time it was. He always chided Kat for being late.

      Harry tapped the pencil against his lip and stared at the blank page on the clipboard. Slowly he lowered his arm and started to draw.

      A shaky, oblong circle, but it was a circle.

      Kat exhaled.

      Harry dropped the pencil on the clipboard and brought his hand to his face. He brushed his index finger back and forth against his lip. Finally he picked the pencil up again and pressed the lead to paper. One line. Then a second one.

      Upside down, marking 6:35.

      “Now can I get my license back?”

      “Harry—you remember your car accident?” Dr. McAdam removed a pen from his pocket. “You can’t have your license back unless you retake and pass the driver’s exam.”

      Harry had crashed his prized 1970s Lincoln through the front window of Carlucci’s Pasta House after mistaking the gas pedal for the brake. Luckily the accident happened just after the lunch crowd had dispersed. No one was hurt, but the damage was done.

      His life had spiraled downward since then. He had missed numerous appointments, accused his neighbor of stealing, and most recently, set his kitchen on fire after forgetting to turn the stove off. Luckily Kat had arrived in time to smother it, limiting the damage to a blackened wall. She shuddered to think of what might have happened.

      Harry thrust the clipboard back into the doctor’s hands. “One accident in almost sixty years! You pulled my license for that? Not fair. I’ve got the reflexes of a thirty-year-old.” Harry motioned to Kat. “Tell him, Kat.”

      Kat pretended to search her purse for her cell phone.

      “Kat?”

      “Less to worry about, Uncle Harry. I can drive you to your appointments.”

      “I don’t want you driving me places. I’m perfectly capable of driving myself.”

      “No, you’re not. You get lost and—” The words tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them. “I just think it would be easier on you, that’s all.”

      “So you two are in this together? Maybe I’m retired, but I’m not dead. Or stupid.” He flushed and turned to Dr. McAdam. “Let me retake the road test.”

      Dr. McAdam pursed his lips. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “You’re not safe out there, Uncle Harry. What if it happens again?”

      “It won’t. If you won’t help me, fine. Hillary will.”

      Kat opened her mouth, then caught herself before answering.

      Dr. McAdam frowned. “Hillary?”

      “Harry’s daughter.” She shuddered just thinking about Hillary. Her cousin had vanished ten years ago, shortly after reneging on a six-figure loan from Harry and Elsie. They had refused to advance her any more money. Not that they could have, since it had wiped out their savings and taken them years to recover. Harry sure talked about her a lot lately. Alzheimer’s stripped away recent memories and regenerated ancient ones, like river rocks eroded underwater.

      Dr. McAdam stood and brushed his palms on his white lab coat. “Your troubles are much bigger than driving, Harry. I suggest you get your affairs in order, and soon. Alzheimer’s can progress very quickly.”

      “Alzheimer’s? That’s ridiculous. I don’t have Alzheimer’s.” Harry jumped from the chair and brushed past Dr. McAdam. He turned at the doorway. “Go to hell. Both of you!”

      He threw open the door and slammed it behind him.

      The Harry she knew never would have done that. Kat blinked back tears as she stood. She grabbed the chair back, overcome by dizziness as black dots darkened her vision.

      Dr. McAdam held up his hand, oblivious to her condition. “Wait—he’ll cool off in the waiting room. We should chat anyways. What else have you noticed?”

      Kat’s vision cleared and the shakiness passed. “He has delusions. Talks about Aunt Elsie like she’s still alive. He thinks squatters have moved into his house and are trying to kill him.”

      “Typical.” Dr. McAdam scribbled something on his prescription pad and handed it to Kat. “Have him try these. They could help with the hallucinations and might slow down the progression of the disease. You also need to start exploring caregiving options now, because the disease requires a great deal of expertise and attention. The better places have waiting lists, which you’ll need to get on. Call my office tomorrow and we’ll arrange for Harry to see another doctor.”

      “A specialist?”

      He stood in the doorway and stared at his shoes. “I won’t be able to keep seeing Harry. With his Alzheimer’s and all…”

      “You’re dropping him as a patient? Right when he needs you the most?” Kat swallowed the hard lump in her throat.

      “It’s complicated. He’ll be better off with a geriatrician anyways.”

      “But he’s been your patient for close to forty years. How is seeing a doctor he doesn’t know better for him?”

      “It’s not going to matter much. But I’ll recommend someone—just call the office tomorrow.” He checked his watch. “I am running a bit behind right now, so if you’ll just excuse me…”

      “But—”

      “Good luck.” Dr. McAdam pulled the door shut behind him.

      After forty years, that was some goodbye.
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      The afternoon’s wet snow had turned to freezing rain with nightfall. It stung Kat’s exposed face and hands and soaked through her leather soles. She punched in Jace’s cell number but got his voicemail for the umpteenth time. Where was he?

      She hung up without leaving another message. She had been purposely vague in her original message, asking only for him to meet her in front of the medical building.

      Harry had been alone in the waiting room for less than five minutes. Now he was gone, and it was completely her fault.

      “Kat.”

      She jumped at the voice, barely audible above the driving rain.

      Jace waved from a half-block away as he hurried towards her. Even in his bulky ski jacket he was tall and athletic looking. “Sorry—I was out on a call. I got here as soon as I could.”

      He held her close and kissed her. “Out-of-bounds skier. Broken leg—he’s lucky we found him before the snowstorm hit. Never would have lasted the night.” As a search and rescue volunteer up in the North Shore Mountains, Jace often had callouts for lost skiers and hikers.

      That same weather system in the city meant endless torrential rain. Vancouver rain smothered you in stealth mode, in a chokehold lasting weeks and months. Slow but relentless, west coast weather beat you into submission before you even knew it. It was why there were more suicides here.

      The rain roiled diagonally in sheets as the wind circled through the tunnel carved from the downtown high rises. Kat couldn’t remember—had Uncle Harry worn his raincoat or his lightweight, non-waterproof windbreaker?

      He pulled back to look at her. “What’s up? Where’s Harry?”

      She avoided his gaze. “Gone.”

      “Gone? What do you mean, gone?”

      She broke from his embrace and pointed to the concrete high rise behind her that housed the medical office. “We were at his doctor’s. He disappeared from the waiting room.”

      Jace didn’t know about Harry’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis six months ago. They had only rekindled their romance a few months before that, and she was waiting for the right time to tell him. Only there never seemed to be a right time, and it’d been too easy to hide the depth of Harry’s problem—older people are just expected to grow fuzzy.

      “Is he still sick? The flu should have passed by now—”

      She changed the subject. “He’s been gone four hours. I don’t know where he could possibly be.” Kat explained how she had repeatedly combed the building and the surrounding streets. She had searched everywhere. But no Harry.

      Four hours later she had nothing to show for her exhaustive grid search. She was completely soaked, exhausted, and at a loss on what to do next.

      She tensed as her stomach cramped. She must have caught Harry’s flu.

      “Why didn’t you mention Harry in your message? I might’ve got here sooner. Four hours is a long time. He could be anywhere by now.”

      Kat pushed him away. “You think you can do better?”

      Jace’s lips pressed into a frown. “No—I’m just saying two heads are better than one. Just involve me, before things get out of control.”

      She stepped back and crossed her arms.“Things aren’t out of control. I can handle it.” The more she kept Jace out of it, the better. Men left when things got uncomfortable. Like her dad did after her mom’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis.

      “No, you are absolutely not handling it. You’re a wreck.” He touched her cheek. “Why won’t you let me help you?”

      Jace already did Harry’s home repairs, grocery shopping, and much more. Would their relationship survive, or would the burden of his care strain it beyond repair?

      She shrugged, not knowing what to say. Jace was right. She had just never expected Harry to be out of her sight. Especially since his doctor’s appointment was the sole reason for the trip. Now he was gone, a mistake she couldn’t undo.

      He softened his voice. “Did you tell the doctor how he’s been forgetting things?”

      Kat nodded. Jace simply thought Harry was forgetful.

      The endless crisis management of the last few months wore on her and she was exhausted from lack of sleep. Caring for Harry and running her full-time fraud investigation practice was impossible. She worried she would make critical errors in her work. She couldn’t afford to lose clients, or her reputation. More importantly, she couldn’t lose Harry.

      Kat tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she struggled to hear Jace over the wind. It whistled through the high-rise towers, the gusts increasing with each passing hour. She grew increasingly worried about Harry. Was he safe?

      Kat studied Jace. His inner calm pulled her in and embraced her like an aura. His steady gaze rested on hers as if no one else existed. It was what she loved most about him. Only now his face was tinged with worry, despite his efforts not to show it.

      Dr. McAdam wanted Harry in long-term care. Kat bristled at the thought. Harry had cared for her; now she needed to do the same for him. She wanted to hang onto him as long as she could. Kat dropped her gaze from Jace’s clear blue eyes and followed the water rivulets coursing down the front of his waterproof jacket.

      “I didn’t want to bother you. Besides, you were working on your story deadline.” She had to raise her voice to be heard above the wind.

      “Bother me? I’m not important enough in your life to be included?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, Jace. It’s just that I—I just didn’t know what to do.”

      “You still should have called me.” Jace pulled her closer. Even through his jacket, she felt the strength of his embrace. Her fingertips traced the curve of his bicep as his strong arms encircled her.

      One more thing and she would break apart and shatter into little pieces. Pieces too small to be made whole again. She broke from Jace’s embrace. “I will. But we can’t waste any more time. ”

      Where would she go if dementia clouded her mind? Home. But Uncle Harry wouldn’t remember the way, and it was too far to walk from downtown Vancouver. Not that it would stop him. He wasn’t very logical.

      “Don’t get mad at me.” Jace stepped back and turned away. “I’m only trying to help.”

      Now she felt even worse.

      The streetlights cast a cold yellow light on Jace as he faced her, arms crossed.

      Gore-tex and Timberlands, ready for anything, always under control. She felt a twinge of resentment, though she was grateful. No one else dropped everything when she needed help.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m beat. The Barron hearing’s tomorrow and I’m not ready.” Zachary Barron’s future net worth rested entirely on her.

      Forensic accountants like Kat specialized in fraud detection and uncovering hidden assets. Or, in high-net-worth divorce cases like his, providing valuations and expert testimony. A nasty divorce battle, a hedge fund tycoon with a short fuse, impossible expectations, and millions at stake meant no room for error.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t know—I’ve still got hours of work to do.” If things went wrong, Zachary Barron could ruin her reputation with a phone call. If, on the other hand, he won—the publicity would be priceless.

      “It’ll work out.”

      It always did for Jace. Her mind slipped back to the doctor’s office. What if Harry was hurt somewhere, or worse? She would tell Jace about the Alzheimer’s—once Harry was safe and sound. She winced as another cramp gripped her stomach.

      “Kat?”

      “Huh?”

      “I said, yes—let’s go to the house. But we should call the police first. They’ll be much more effective than the two of us on foot. I know you don’t want to …”

      Harry had been calling the police at least twice a week lately for imagined break-ins and thefts. Not all cops were sympathetic when called out for what inevitably turned out to be an old man’s delusions, a false alarm. Harry wanted to keep living in his home, and as long as Kat kept an eye on him, she figured he’d be safe. Until now. Things were getting much worse, faster than she ever imagined.

      “No—it’s okay. Call them.”

      Jace punched in the numbers on his cell phone as they strode to the underground parking garage.

      Kat checked her watch again as they headed down the ramp. The hearing was in less than eleven hours.

      As they rounded the corner onto the first level of the parking garage, the glare of the bright fluorescent lights played shadows on the gray concrete walls.

      Then she saw him. In the far corner, a figure curled up in a fetal position. He faced them, his back nested against the corner where the two walls met. His upper body was partially covered by a piece of cardboard. She couldn’t be sure, but he seemed to be wearing a gray windbreaker.

      “Uncle Harry?” She broke into a run.

      The man sat up and pulled back the cardboard. He grinned.

      It was Harry.

      Kat reached him and held out a hand to help him up.

      “Can we go home now?” Harry said without missing a beat.
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      The judge yawned as Kat finished her testimony. Bad sign. Financial analysis was often the difference between financial windfall and complete financial ruin in high-profile divorces. As a forensic accountant, she knew it was always a numbers game. High stakes were decided by the stroke of the judge’s pen. In this case, a bored judge.

      No matter how often Kat provided expert testimony, she always got nervous. And felt personally responsible if things went sideways for her client. Zachary Barron’s case was no different. She cursed herself for her lack of preparation. She was off her game. If she lost such a high-profile case, she’d ruin her reputation and maybe even her business. It was the last thing she could afford. She needed cash more than ever for Harry’s care, and she couldn’t blow it over a lack of sleep.

      Zachary Barron’s eyes bored into hers. Why was her client staring at her like that? Had she missed something? Said something wrong? No. She had to stop second-guessing herself.

      Finally Zachary glanced away.

      She exhaled. Relax.

      In court just ten minutes and things were already out of control.

      “Looks like you forgot a few zeros on your calculator, Ms. Carter.”

      Kat half-expected Connor Whitehall to wink like she’d just performed a parlor trick—a gray-haired lawyer chastising a much younger expert witness. His aging television-anchor looks, expensive suits, and thirty-something years on her created a powerful impression. An impression he used to discredit her.

      “I haven’t missed a thing.” Kat tried not to sound defensive. She clenched her hands together as she sat inside the witness box. The courtroom was empty, save for the warring Barron spouses and their lawyers. Victoria and Zachary Barron sat on opposite sides of the courtroom, studiously avoiding eye contact.

      Whitehall shook his head. He shifted his gaze to the judge and sauntered towards him. The judge’s head jerked up from whatever he was reading as the sound of Whitehall’s footsteps filled the silent courtroom.

      Kat thought she saw a look pass between them. The judge probably figured she was stupid too. Maybe that’s why he wasn’t listening.

      What if she had made a mistake? With less than three hours sleep and no time for a dry run this morning, she was hardly on top of her game. She’d brought Uncle Harry with her to the courthouse again, having run out of options. Leaving him home alone was too risky. He was convinced squatters in his house were trying to kill him. This time she’d parked him at the coffee shop in the lobby and bribed the waitress to watch him. She felt guilty about it, but she’d exhausted all other alternatives.

      She hadn’t missed anything, she reassured herself. Whitehall was just using old lawyer tricks to make her crack. She was the only forensic accountant in the courtroom, and the only qualified fraud expert. Still, tracing a tycoon’s assets was never straightforward.

      “You’ve missed hundreds of millions of dollars!” Whitehall spun around as the corners of his mouth turned up into a mischievous grin. “Yet you call yourself a forensic accountant?”

      Whitehall paused before strolling back to where Kat sat in the witness box. He leaned in close, exhaling coffee breath into her personal space. Kat held her breath. Why did she feel like the one on trial?

      “Objection!” Zachary Barron’s lawyer sprang into action. Finally. Kat felt like she’d been left to the wolves, or worse, a predatory lawyer.

      “Sustained.” The judge’s voice was devoid of emotion as he checked his watch. Counting the minutes till lunchtime.

      Divorces brought out the worst in people, more than criminal fraud, white-collar crime, or anything else. But these little wars were the bread and butter of her forensic accounting practice, providing steady cash flow.

      For once she was on the side of the client with money. He would pay her bill on time, in full. In her weeks of groundwork, she’d identified all the assets, verified the valuations, appraisals, and legal titles, and even turned up a few surprises. She just had to follow through and it would be over in twenty minutes.

      Kat glanced over at her client. Zachary Barron sat head down as he thumb-tapped yet another message on his phone. He was in his mid-thirties, just like her, but with more money than she’d ever see in a lifetime. He could potentially lose most of it in the next ten minutes if Whitehall got his way. So much was at stake, yet he treated the hearing like a distraction. She, on the other hand, was breaking into a sweat, and it wasn’t even her money.

      “Ms. Carter?” Whitehall asked.

      “Are you asking a question?”

      “Yes, I’m asking you a question. I’m disputing the valuation you have assigned to the matrimonial assets.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a question.” Kat returned Whitehall’s stare with her best look of puzzlement and consternation. Cheeky maybe, but two could play at this game.

      “Ms. Carter! This isn’t Jeopardy. You valued the matrimonial assets at thirty million. Why have you excluded the family business?” He tapped his pen against her exhibit, a little harder than necessary to make his point.

      Good. She’d finally got Whitehall riled up.

      Even Zachary glanced from the file he was reading and smiled. One thing she was sure of—if she had millions at stake, she sure as hell wouldn’t be catching up on office paperwork.

      Victoria Barron, Zachary’s ex-wife, ex-part-time financial manager, and walking billboard for plastic surgery, sat at the opposing table, crossing and uncrossing her legs. Her expression remained impassive, except for a slight ever-present smile. Kat concluded it was a remnant of too much plastic surgery.

      “May I?” Kat asked.

      She rose from her seat and strode over to the easel holding her exhibit of the Barrons’ assets. Kat focused her laser pointer on Zachary’s side of the financial organization chart.

      On Edgewater Investments.

      It was complicated. Operating companies, holding companies, and offshore trusts. Zachary had been careful to keep very little in his own name. She spent the next ten minutes explaining the complex web of agreements and relationships amongst the entities.

      Whitehall raised his eyebrows, then walked away and slumped into the chair beside Victoria Barron. He crossed his arms and gave Kat a look of contempt.

      She smiled back at him. “Shall I go on?”

      He glared at her.

      Victoria Barron, Zachary’s soon to be ex-trophy wife, was gunning for not only half the matrimonial assets, but also half of Zachary’s business. A hundred million rode on Kat’s interpretation of what was or wasn’t included in matrimonial assets. But Zachary had a pre-nup.

      “Edgewater Investments is Mr. Barron’s business. It is certainly not community property, so I have excluded it from the matrimonial assets to be divided.” She traced the pointer above the Edgewater box, to two other boxes, both holding companies. One was owned by Zachary Barron, the other by his father, Nathan Barron.

      “Not true. My client is entitled to half of that.”

      “If that’s the case, we should apply the same logic to Mrs. Barron’s business.”

      “That’s hypothetical,” he snorted. “She has no business.”

      Actually, she was in the business of getting married. And marriage number three was about to end. “Are you sure about that?” Kat asked.

      “Of course I’m sure!” Whitehall jumped up from his seat and marched towards her. “And I’m the one asking the questions, not you.”

      “You really should talk to your client. According to my records, she has sizable investments, as well as a healthy income. Didn’t she tell you any of this?”

      Whitehall stepped back, obviously surprised. He flashed an angry glare at Victoria Barron. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened into a perfectly round Botox O.

      Kat flipped to a second chart and rolled through the details of Victoria Barron’s winning wine and real estate investments, endorsement deals from her plastic surgery reality show, and recent fragrance deal with a cosmetics company. She had hidden it well, with profits funneled to offshore companies in the Caymans. But a spreadsheet was a deadly weapon in the hands of a good forensic accountant.

      “Those aren’t investments,” Whitehall scoffed. “It’s personal property.”

      Kat glanced over at Victoria. Her perfectly sculpted shoulders slumped and her eyes closed momentarily. “A few bottles of wine, maybe. But she made a two-hundred-thousand-dollar profit last year on her wine investments alone. And her real estate portfolio is eight figures. That’s some hobby.” Her analysis had dispelled the dependent housewife myth—now it was up to the judge to decide.

      “It hardly compares to a hundred million.” Whitehall’s tone was flat and defeated.

      “What else isn’t she telling us?” Kat turned to smile at the judge, but his head was down, reading the newspaper Kat had noticed earlier. He had hidden it under a file folder on the side of his desk.

      Whitehall flushed as he strode back to his seat without saying anything. Flying by the seat of his pants, probably assuming he’d never be questioned. Unprepared. She had him and he knew it.

      “That’s just one of the dozens of sales she’s had over the last year. Or didn’t she tell you?”

      His face reddened to a deep crimson. Even from twenty feet, Kat saw his knuckles whiten as he dug them into the weathered oak table.

      Silence.

      “Why don’t you ask her yourself?” Kat pointed with her pen. “As you can see here, she actually owes Mr. Barron, instead of the other way around.”

      No answer.

      Zachary fidgeted.

      Kat felt her face flush. Had she pushed things too far?

      “Not a chance, Ms. Carter. Your numbers are bogus.”

      Kat took a deep breath and flipped to her final chart. She was about to explain why Whitehall was wrong when the courtroom doors swung open with a bang. She looked up, startled.

      “Kat!”

      Uncle Harry stood in the doorway and waved his keys.

      “You’ve got to help me! I’ve lost the Lincoln.”

      Uncle Harry—again forgetting the accident.

      Kat motioned for Harry to sit down. Judges were unpredictable. This was exactly the sort of thing that could turn the tide against her client.

      Uncle Harry threw his hands up in the air in an exaggerated flourish, but then slumped down in a seat in the second row. She hoped he could stay quiet for the next few minutes.

      “Friend of yours?” Whitehall raised his eyebrows.

      Kat ignored him.

      Harry’s voice rose again, an unfortunate result of the room’s acoustics.

      “Damn towing companies! Why can’t they leave a note or a phone number or something?”

      The judge motioned to the bailiff standing at the back of the room.

      “Your Honor, I’m sorry. Give me a minute, please.” If she hadn’t already blown it, she surely had now. She strode towards Harry as fast as possible without breaking into a run.

      “Where, Uncle Harry? On the curb?” Kat whispered as she patted his arm. “Ten more minutes. Then we’ll search for your car.” The Lincoln was safely parked in Harry’s garage. She’d disconnected the garage door opener as an added precaution since he’d refused to part with his car keys.

      “They could at least call me.” He pouted and crossed his arms.

      Whitehall turned to face the judge. “Your honor, do we really need to listen to more?”

      “No counsel, I don’t think we do.”

      Whitehall gloated.

      Kat returned to the witness box. She glanced at Victoria Barron, who was smiling into a handheld mirror, checking her makeup.

      Victoria’s smile faded when the judge spoke.

      “Judgment for three million in matrimonial assets to be divided equally. Case dismissed.”

      Zachary Barron snapped his file shut and straightened, suddenly at full attention. Like someone had flipped a switch.

      Kat should have felt good, but divorce cases always got her down. How could two people fall in love, then hate each other within three years? Money brought out the worst in people. They would die for it, lie for it, and even kill for it. She’d seen it countless times in her line of work.

      That’s why she’d never get married. Not even to Jace, despite his proposal. They’d had heated discussions about it, even broke up over it two years ago. They’d been testing the waters as a couple again for the last year, and she wasn’t screwing that up by getting married.

      She shoved her papers into her briefcase and made a beeline for Harry.

      “Let’s go outside.” She linked arms with her uncle and steered him out to the lobby. It was the second time today Harry had thought he’d lost his Lincoln. “Uncle Harry—maybe it’s time you—”

      Harry held his arm up in protest.

      “Will you stop it, Kat? It’s my God-given right to drive. I drive better than all those other yahoos on the road. They’re the ones creating problems.”

      “Driving’s a privilege and a convenience. But when we get older, sometimes it’s better to be—”

      “Don’t use that ‘we’ tone with me, young lady!  I might be old, but I will not be patronized!”

      Harry’s rising voice echoed in the cavernous marble foyer. Groups of lawyers, plaintiffs, and others turned and stared, most giving her suspicious glares.

      “Don’t be upset, Uncle Harry. I’m just worried about you.”

      “I know.” His voice cracked. “But it’s frustrating. What’s happening to me, Kat?”

      Harry rubbed a hand over his bald head.

      “It’s okay, Uncle Harry.” Kat touched his arm. “You’ve just been busy. We all forget sometimes.”

      Aunt Elsie’s unexpected heart attack right after the Liberty Diamond Mines case had hit Harry hard. Dr. McAdam figured the stress accelerated the decline in his mental health. Now Kat was his only family to speak of. What might be next on the dementia journey scared her too.

      “It’s easier to take the bus. No car or parking tickets to worry about.” Kat squeezed his hand. “I can drive you wherever you need to go.”

      “After you drove your car into the Fraser River last year?” Harry pulled his hand away. “No thanks.”

      His long-term memory was still remarkably intact.

      “Kat—wait.”

      Kat spun around. Zachary Barron emerged from the crowd and marched towards her. People parted on either side, opening a path for him like he was royalty. A clean-cut man in an Ermenegildo Zegna suit whispered success and power. Kat’s arm-in-arm journey with Harry a minute earlier had been more like a jousting match, as she elbow-bashed and zigzagged through the crowd.

      Zachary couldn’t possibly be mad about the settlement. Or could he? Save a client a hundred million and they’d still find something to complain about. He hadn’t even seen her bill yet.

      “Kat? We need to talk.”

      “Sure. You do realize you got a very good result. It’s hard to—”

      “It’s not about the divorce.” He glanced around to see who was within earshot, then leaned closer. “You handle fraud, right?”

      “Yes, of course.” Corporate fraud and divorce were both big areas of her forensic accounting practice. But Harry was agitated; she had to calm him down and distract him from his Lincoln.

      Harry. Kat spun around, but he had vanished. The lunchtime crowd had swallowed up Harry’s path. Her eyes searched the crowd, a life-sized Where’s Waldo? puzzle. Nothing. A wave of panic washed over her. How could she find a short, balding octogenarian in the sea of people?

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him. A flash of gray hair, a beige raincoat. Harry—or at least someone who resembled Harry—disappeared around a corner.

      “Zachary—can I call you later this afternoon? Something’s just come up.”

      She pressed speed dial on her cell, trying to call Uncle Harry and corral him back. Even if he had his phone, he probably wouldn’t answer, but it was worth a try.

      “It’s urgent,” Zachary said. “I’ll come by your office this afternoon. Two o’clock.”

      It was more of a command than a question. Kat glanced up from her cell phone to protest, but Zachary Barron was gone.
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      Kat and Harry picked at the remains of the Chinese takeout she’d ordered after finding Harry on the courtroom steps two hours before. The food seemed to settle her stomach and it felt good to finally be back at Carter & Associates after this morning’s courtroom drama. Her office’s hundred-year-old brick walls wouldn’t withstand a strong earthquake, but today they felt like a fortress. The sketchy neighborhood and rustic furnishings felt comfortable, especially with her uncle finally safe and sound.

      “She’s back, Kat. It’s like she never left.” Harry’s eyes shone as he spoke.

      Hillary’s return was one of Harry’s delusions Kat could do without.

      She shuddered as she remembered her first week living with the Dentons. She had arrived home from school to find Hillary by the fireplace, grinning. She stood in front of the roaring fire, Kat’s photographs in her hand while she beckoned Kat over with the other. Then she dropped them into the flames, one by one. The pictures of her mother gone forever. All she had left were memories, and those faded further with each passing year.

      “Really?” Kat played along. Despite her feelings, reminding Harry it wasn’t true only caused mental anguish. No one wanted to know they were losing their mind.

      “Yup. Great, isn’t it?”

      Kat reached for a second egg roll. “When did she come back?”

      “A while ago. She’s moving back home. I wish Elsie was here to see her. She would be so proud.”

      Harry manned the front desk while Kat sat cross-legged on the couch, feeling more relaxed after a quick run. She’d moved a treadmill into the spare office so she could still fit in a workout despite keeping an eye on her uncle.

      “Proud?” Proud his daughter had the nerve to show her face after what she did?

      “She’s got a new job.”

      “Doing what?” Hillary had never worked a day in her life. Unless you counted cheating and manipulating people out of money a career. She’d convinced Harry and Elsie to lend her all their retirement savings, promising to pay it back. They never heard from her again. Some things were better forgotten.

      “Can’t remember. But it’s something really important.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Kat said. If it wasn’t, Hillary would be quick to embellish, or more likely, fabricate the whole thing.

      “And she’s looking forward to catching up with you.”

      Kat felt a stab of fear. Nothing about Hillary came without a cost. But that was silly—Hillary now existed only in Harry’s imagination.

      “Business lunch?”

      Kat snapped to attention at the man’s voice. She wasn’t expecting anyone for another hour.

      Zachary Barron stood in the doorway, staring at her. She was suddenly conscious of how she appeared: stringy auburn hair, dried sweat on her face from the run. If he got any closer, he’d smell her damp, stinky running clothes. She chewed her mouthful of Chow Mein as fast as she could, and then Harry rescued her.

      Harry swung around the reception desk, surprisingly fast for an eighty-year-old.

      “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Harry Denton, Kat’s associate.”

      Harry held out his hand. Zachary shook it and had the good grace not to mention their meeting earlier in the day.

      The nameplate on the office door read Carter & Associates, but in reality Kat had been associate-less since opening the office two years ago. Nevertheless, Uncle Harry had always drummed up excuses to come by, so Kat had made it official.

      At least his presence at the office allowed her to keep an eye on him, important since he had lost interest in just about everything and everyone else. His buddies at the curling rink swept the ice without him now, and weeds were all that grew in his once well-tended garden.

      As their time together increased, she became acutely aware of his declining mental state. No matter what, she enjoyed having him at the office and figured the people contact was good for him.

      “Mmmm, sorry.” Kat swallowed a mouthful of noodles. She stood up and wiped her hand on her shorts. “I don’t usually—”

      “No need to explain. I’ll make this quick.”

      Quick riches, quick marriages, quick divorces. Was there any other way with Zachary Barron?

      “Didn’t you say two o’clock?”

      “I don’t really do appointments. Can we talk or not?” Zachary asked.
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      Zachary Barron sat on the edge of the leather armchair opposite Kat’s desk, his designer suit and tie at odds with her office’s shabby chic décor. He seemed oblivious to the furnishings and the million-dollar view outside.

      Kat’s office windows framed a view of the Vancouver harbor, spectacular even in the rain. The docks were deserted, though. The giant cruise ships that sailed the Alaska Inside Passage run were gone for the season. The only waterfront activities today were a dozen plump seagulls scavenging for food.

      Zachary leaned forward, his elbows on Kat’s desk. “I want you to investigate my partner.”

      “Your partner? But isn’t he your—”

      Zachary’s mouth hardened into a frown. “Nathan Barron. Yes, he’s my father. That doesn’t make him any less capable of fraud.”

      “He founded Edgewater.” Kat knew about the father and son’s tangled web of inter-related companies from Zachary’s divorce proceedings.

      “Twenty years ago. But the company he started is nothing like Edgewater today. Back then it was just small trades, mostly table scraps his university buddies threw his way. And business was drying up.”

      “What changed?”

      “Ten years ago I joined the company. I built Edgewater into what it is today.”

      Modest he was not. “How so?”

      Zachary leaned back and straightened his tie. “My proprietary trading model turned Edgewater into the second-biggest hedge fund worldwide. The financial results point to our success, but where’s the money? I had trouble settling a trade last week. The bank said we didn’t have enough money. How can that be?”

      “Maybe it was a timing issue?”

      “No way. For a multi-billion-dollar hedge fund, our business is very simple. We buy and sell currency using my proprietary model. Trades settle a few days later, and the brokerage fees are paid as part of the trade settlement. Besides office rent, salaries, and expenses, there’s nothing else to spend the money on.” Zachary handed Kat the most recent Edgewater annual report.

      “Nathan’s always handled the back-office stuff, and I’ve done the trading. I never paid attention to the administrative side until last week when the bank said we were short. Where’s all the money going?”

      Kat knew the preliminary year-end results: they had been part of the Barron divorce proceedings. She flipped the report open to the income statement page. Her mouth dropped open. She hadn’t seen the final, audited results until now. “Edgewater made two billion dollars after tax? Much higher than I thought.”

      Had Zachary timed the annual report’s release to favor his divorce proceedings? Whether he did or not, it had certainly worked out that way.

      “That’s my point. Where did the money go? Two billion in earnings, yet only a few million in the bank. Edgewater’s fully extended on our line of credit. Why is there so little cash when most of our trades are hundreds of millions of dollars?”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean fraud, Zachary. It could be mismanagement.” Kat was suddenly aware of Uncle Harry hovering just outside her office. He paced back and forth, his forehead creased in a frown.

      “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No, but we need to consider all the possibilities. At any rate, I’ll check it out. When do you need this?” Kat hoped to stretch the deadline. She glanced out to the hallway. She needed a diversion for Harry pronto.

      “Yesterday. Without access to cash, Edgewater can’t operate for more than a few days.”

      “You’ve talked to Nathan about this?” Kat knew things were tense between father and son from Zachary’s divorce proceedings. Her valuation of Edgewater Investments assumed an equal partnership. However, Nathan disagreed and was even contemplating legal proceedings against his son.

      “No. I want you to poke around first before I talk to him. I need all the facts.”

      “I can do that. What about investment losses? That could also wipe out your cash balances.” Kat craned her neck towards the hall just as Harry disappeared again.

      “Impossible. We’ve had a great year. At least three home runs, and double-digit returns. We should be tripping over cash. Instead, we’re practically broke. I’m not involved in daily operations—Nathan does that—but at the trading level, I know exactly what I’ve bet on, and the percentage return.”

      “What about redemptions? A few big investors cashing out could decrease your cash on hand.” Uncle Harry was back outside, clutching his checkbook. She should have known. He’d been trying to balance it for weeks, but had refused any help.

      Zachary scowled. “No, exactly the opposite is happening. Investors are scrambling to get into our fund. Matter of fact, new investments outnumber the redemptions by more than two to one. The Evergreen fund has stellar returns—all due to my trading model. Our investment return is way better than our competition’s.”

      Uncle Harry peered anxiously around the doorframe.

      “Uncle Harry? Everything okay?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Harry checked his watch and then disappeared down the hall again.

      Kat turned back to Zachary. “I’ll need access to your office and all of Edgewater’s financial records, payroll—anything else involving payments or receipts. And access to the accounting system.” She checked her watch. It was just after three. “I can start tonight.”

      “Great. I’ll be at the office till about ten. Nathan’s away again, so come by as soon as you can.” Zachary rose. “I should go.”

      “Before you leave—why are you so sure there’s a fraud? Nathan founded Edgewater. Why would he steal from it?”

      “Why else would the money vanish? Nathan is a thief.” Zachary spat the words out.

      Apparently not on good terms. How did father and son manage to work together every day? A recent grudge, or a long-standing one?

      “Any proof of your suspicions?” Kat leaned back in her chair, studying Zachary. Forensic accountants were a little like financial shrinks. Her psychoanalysis was based on open-ended questions. When people talked freely, they always revealed more.

      “No, but you’ll find it. I’m sure of that.”

      “If there really is a fraud, why all of a sudden now? Why not five or ten years ago?”

      “The more successful I am, the more resentful he gets. It can’t be the money itself. He’s got all he needs. You can’t even spend the kind of money we’re bringing in.”

      Harry was back again. Only this time he didn’t wait in the hall. “Kat—sorry to interrupt. You gotta help me. We need to get to the bank before it closes. I need a loan.”

      “Uncle Harry, give me a minute.” Kat felt bad asking Harry to wait, but a paying client was sitting right in front of her. She turned back to Zachary. “If Nathan is stealing, maybe it’s his way of evening the score with you. Like you said, billionaires like Nathan don’t need more money.”

      “You’d think he’d be grateful. The funds grew astronomically when I joined Edgewater. My proprietary trading model picks winners, and our performance is better than anyone else’s. He gets to bask in the glory without any effort.”

      “What’s so special about your model? Why couldn’t he do it without you?”

      “Currency speculation is part technical analysis and part gut feel. My model crunches the numbers—GDP, government debt, interest rates, and other economic data. Then it uses game theory to evaluate every possibility.”

      “Game theory?” Kat remembered the mathematical model from school. Players either competed or cooperated to maximize their own individual payoffs.

      “In the simplest terms, it means everybody’s out for their own personal gain, even at the expense of others.”

      “I know what it means, Zachary.” Kat fought to control her annoyance. “My question was about how it factors into your model.”

      “You don’t need to understand the details.” Zachary dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “My model determines the likelihood of any event happening or not, based on how rewarding it is to the players involved. Then I make my bet and corner the market. My bet alone will move the currency, because our fund is so big. But the real payoff is when traders follow, thinking it’s a sure thing. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, making Edgewater even bigger profits. The other traders still score, as long as they get out before I sell my position. Then fortunes reverse.”
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