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For all my sisters, blood and beyond, who know their own strength
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NORA

NUMBERS, LIKE people, have no inherent quality. Their value lies only in their relation to others and what they represent. Good. Bad. Strong. Weak. These are descriptions given by the counter. The counter weaves a story into the numbers, a narrative combining quantity and quality, fact and fiction. Numbers by themselves are invisible, much like the counters.

Take fifty thousand. In and of itself, the number had no significance, but add a resource (people) and a quality (frenzied) and now the number mattered. Fifty thousand confused and frantic people all looking for one person.

The counter.

Her.



Nora rushed through the promenade.

“Her name is Nora Trier. She’s in the stadium and we need your help to locate her as a person of interest regarding Logan Russo’s disappearance.” The voice boomed over the sound system, reverberating off the glass dome.

Tides of shock swept through the stadium as the news sank in. Logan Russo, legendary athlete and feminist icon, the hero they’d all flocked to see and cheer with during tonight’s championship fight, was missing. Her Twitter account was silent and her Instagram, dark. The police had searched her penthouse apartment, finding nothing except broken glass and blood.

And Nora was the reason she was gone.

Nora pulled a clip out of her hair and shook the dark blond length into her face. People stood up in their sections, craning their necks and pointing in every direction. Keeping as far to the side of the walkway as possible, Nora donned reading glasses, clipped her Strike badge to her jacket, and lifted her phone to her ear. Everyone she passed peered at her. She returned each look with equal and unabashed suspicion while speaking rapidly to no one.

At the skyway exit, two security guards checked the few people who were already leaving, holding their phones up against the faces filtering out into the downtown Minneapolis night. When one of the guards tilted his phone, she saw her own picture on the screen.

“No, I’ve already worked sixty hours this week and I’m not putting in any more overtime.” She flashed her badge irritably at one of them, who hesitated before Nora leaned in and whispered, “Screw this bitch, right?”

Grunting, he waved her past.

She’d gotten twenty paces into the skyway that stretched long and almost empty, a shadowy tunnel suspended in midair, when her phone buzzed and a series of messages started popping up.


They live-streamed it.

Get out of there.

Now.

Where are you?



The bridge crossed over the top of an intersection where squad car lights flashed. She was texting back when a voice shouted behind her.

“Nora!”

For forty years she’d been invisible, a quality she’d not only taken for granted, but turned into her greatest asset. She was the unseen eye, the counter nobody counted, who wove numbers into dark and avaricious stories.

Her breath hitched in her chest as she looked back and saw it—the figure standing with the security guards and pointing at her from the other end of the bridge. The other people walking back to their condos and high-rises started yelling and lifting their phones. A few of them hurried toward her, but they were incidental. It was the one who’d alerted them she cared about, the one who might have been following her the whole time. He broke into a sprint the moment their eyes met. Turning, Nora pushed through a set of double doors and barreled into the maze of abandoned passageways, the second-story city her only hope.

She wasn’t invisible anymore.




OPPORTUNITY






NORA

One Week Earlier

“FRAUD KILLS.”

Nora allowed the words time to land on the crowd, a full audience of mostly twentysomethings with brand-new CPA licenses still crisp inside their wallets.

“You’ve all heard, at some point in your lives, the lie that fraud is a white-collar crime, a victimless crime.” She paced the length of the stage, heels marking the distance between the darkened aisles.

“Sam White was the founder and president of Computech, a microchip manufacturer that weathered the tech crash with little more than a shrug and a few treasury stock purchases. They employed ten thousand people and maintained manufacturing facilities in China, Mexico, and Ohio, with headquarters in Minneapolis.”

The screen behind Nora flashed to a wall-sized scene of a rocky beach where a group of people squinted into the sun. Two teenage boys corralled a pair of dogs while a middle-aged couple, both fit and wearing their gray with ease, corralled the boys. The entire family was frozen mid-laugh.

“Sam White built Computech from his parents’ garage into a Fortune 500 company in less than two decades. For five years they boasted the highest gross profit percentage in the tech sector worldwide, until a whistle-blower inside the company exposed a major misstatement scheme. The SEC opened an investigation into securities fraud, share prices plummeted, and three weeks after the scandal broke in the Wall Street Journal, Sam White shot himself in the head.”

The room, massive as it was, had fallen completely silent. No one sipped their complimentary coffee. No one checked their phones. Two hundred faces stared at the one smiling down at them, the larger-than-life father hugging his son to his dead chest.

Nora glanced at the picture, a familiar swill of emotion clotting her throat, but her voice carried clearly as she swiveled back to the young accountants eager to kick-start their careers. “Sam White was forty-seven years old when he died. Computech declared bankruptcy less than two months into the SEC investigation and thousands of people lost their jobs, including me.

“I was the whistle-blower.”



Fraud, whether it was a petty cash scheme or a multibillion-dollar revenue inflation, required three essential elements. The first was opportunity; the thief needed access to the assets or financial statements. The second ingredient was pressure. Maybe that meant a gambling problem and a silent, ballooning debt or a sick family member accumulating hundreds of thousands of dollars in hospital bills. The pressure could be professional—the imperative to outperform competitors or meet investor expectations—but whatever the form, the person was under stress. They spent nights awake, withdrawn from family life, suffering from headaches, upset stomach, constipation, muscle tremors, and chest pains. They had trouble performing sexually.

Both of those elements—opportunity and pressure—existed ubiquitously. Millions of employees around the world were entrusted with financial authority simply because someone had to write the checks; someone had to approve the journal entries. And stress was the postrecession way of life, the corporate imperative to do more with less. Despite having the opportunity and feeling the pressure, employees didn’t commit fraud until the final, game-changing factor came into play: rationalization. The thief had to find a way to reconcile the crime within their individual moral framework. They created a narrative in which their actions were justified, even righteous. They deserved what they stole. They deserved so much more.

“Sam White took a skydiving trip with his family the summer before I discovered the fraud.” After two hours of lecturing on the basics of fraud detection, Nora always wrapped up the presentation by circling back to the beginning.

“I hadn’t noticed the behavioral pattern, but it was there in plain sight. Sam loved parasailing, skiing in the Rockies, and jumping out of airplanes. He had a risk-taking personality.”

Nora felt the eyes in the room, full of silent questions pressing in on all sides, but every time she locked on a face in the audience, their gaze skittered away, as if embarrassed to be caught paying attention. They wouldn’t make it as forensic accountants if they were afraid to look without flinching, to unearth what lay beneath through the power of a protracted and deliberate stare.

“We operate in an economy that glamorizes risk. It’s embedded in the very heart of the American dream—the entrepreneurial spirit. Business owners constantly risk failure with every decision they make, and the bigger the risk, the potentially bigger the reward. When a high-stakes risk pays off, when a company hits on the product of the year, the money and recognition instantly follow. The risk-taking personality is compelled to chase bigger and bigger rewards. It feeds them and can override many of their ingrained ethical checkpoints. Does every skydiving CEO commit financial statement fraud? Of course not. But your job, your ethical duty as CPAs, is to monitor the risk environment of your company and understand the elements of the fraud triangle.

“Opportunity. Pressure. Rationalization. This is the birthing ground of crime.”

A dozen people approached Nora afterward, asking follow-up questions or sharing their own war stories about corporate theft. Nora made the appropriate noises, handed out her firm’s business cards, and offered general, conservative guidance while the seminar handlers herded them into the hallway so they could set up the next presentation.

As the attendees dispersed, Nora glanced toward the opposite ballroom where a crowd still gathered around their presenter, a tall, lanky man who’d gravitated to the food table and was making short work of the remaining croissants. He chatted, laughed, and gestured with a coffee cup while the staff tried in vain to clear the buffet. When he spotted Nora watching him, arms crossed and one eyebrow raised, he winked.

“Excuse me.”

A tender pantsuit, who must have been hovering in the background, complimented the lecture before nervously clearing her throat and asking the question Nora had learned to expect since she’d started giving this talk five years ago.

“Did you feel responsible?” the girl asked. “For Sam White’s death?”

“I didn’t commit the fraud or put the gun in his mouth.” Nora thanked her and watched her leave.

“You didn’t answer her question.”

Corbett MacDermott stepped up beside her, brushing bits of croissant off his shirt. Nora ignored her partner’s pointed look. She didn’t have to answer the question, not for Corbett, because he already knew what she wouldn’t say.

“Let’s go.”



It was hard to watch a company collapse, run into sixty-year-olds working as cashiers because their pensions were worthless, and testify in trials that put your colleagues in prison, without feeling at least partially responsible. It was even harder when your boss had been your father’s best friend. For as long as Nora could remember, the Whites and the Triers had vacationed together. She’d spent summers babysitting Sam’s kids, beating one at tag and the other at chess. Later, Sam hired her right out of college as a junior accountant at Computech, constantly bragging that she was his big gun in the finance department.

When Nora uncovered the company’s scheme to inflate profits, she’d gone straight to Sam, assuming he would be as outraged as she had been to find the fraud. Instead, Sam gaslit her, telling her she didn’t understand complex accounting. Then he tried to bribe her with a higher salary, and finally he resorted to guilt: Nora wouldn’t ruin him, would she? Not after everything Sam had done for her.

“We’re family, Nora,” he said, reaching over the evidence she’d compiled and covering her hand with his perspiring one. “I need you to help protect our family now.”

Nora nodded, gathered her notes, and went to look up the number for the SEC. Less than a month later, Sam was dead.

After Computech collapsed, Sam’s wife had a breakdown. The kids Nora had once babysat started sending her hate mail. Even her own parents stopped talking to her. Nora got used to lying awake nights in bed, staring at the rotating blades of the ceiling fan. She inventoried the peas on her dinner plate, lined them up in neat rows of ten before scraping the food into the trash. She thought about moving away, but before she could decide where to go a different path presented itself.

An older man greeted Nora in the courthouse lobby as she left one of the trials. “I believe you’re out of a job, Ms. Trier.”

The card he handed her was thick and embossed. Jim Parrish, it read. Parrish Forensics.

“I’ve got a few irons in the fire.” She had three unreturned calls in to temp agencies and a head hunter who’d actually laughed in her face. Whistle-blowers might have legal protections under the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, but no one wanted to hire someone who rocked the boat.

“Have you considered forensic accounting?”

Nora had never actually heard the term before, which in retrospect should have been embarrassing. She said something about CSI and swirling tubes of DNA at crime scenes, which made Jim chuckle.

“We stay away from bodily fluids, but the principle is the same. Fraud costs this great country of ours forty to fifty billion in direct, measurable dollars every year. Corporate boards, CFOs, and CEOs like yours who don’t care about the lives of their employees or customers, so long as they can squeeze a few million more. It’s bloodless, calculated crime and forensic accountants are the ones who are smart enough to not only catch them, but explain to a judge and jury exactly how they did it.”

He nodded at the business card. “We make the bloodless bleed.”

Nora still didn’t understand exactly what forensic accounting entailed, but she was also sleep-deprived, exiled from her family, and living off the last thousand dollars in her savings account. She pocketed the card and offered Jim Parrish her hand.

That was fifteen years, a hundred audits, countless investigations, and sixty-five convictions ago. The summer after Nora came on board, Jim hired Corbett MacDermott, an Irish transplant who specialized in artificial intelligence, and he and his wife began having one baby per year like they were doing a companion experiment in organic intelligence. Corbett liked to stroll into Nora’s office at the end of the day and talk about cases while she worked over three monitors and her analysts bustled in and out. Both of them bought into the partnership at the same time and they celebrated with a round of beer at Ike’s, which had turned into a round twice a week ever since.



“You’ve got to let Sam White go.” Corbett said as they walked into the skyway, leaving the conference hotel behind.

“He’s been dead for fifteen years.” Nora replied. “I think he’s sufficiently gone.”

“You know what I mean.”

“How was your seminar?” While she’d taught the principles of fraud detection, Corbett had lectured on developments in artificial intelligence, a topic that consistently drew audiences from across the country.

Corbett chuckled. “Steering me back into my box, are we?”

Nora smiled and pointed to the sandwich board of one of Corbett’s favorite lunch spots. “Your pork belly ramen’s on special today.”

“And now she’s speaking my love language.” Laughing again, he elbowed her in the shoulder as they joined the pedestrian traffic flowing above the streets of downtown Minneapolis.

Nora had always appreciated the planning and design of the Minneapolis skyway. She’d taken an underground tour of Seattle on a business trip once and marveled at how the entire elevation of the city had risen one story, leaving a ghost town of empty storefronts and subterranean alleys beneath it. The Minneapolis skyway was similar, except the actual ground hadn’t shifted at all. The streets, sidewalks, and plazas remained where they’d always been, crowded with food trucks in the summer and coated with a gristle of snow and ice in the winter. The skyway simply layered another city on top of all that. Glass-encased walkways connected every skyscraper in downtown, a ten-mile labyrinth of convenience stores, salons, bakeries, sushi counters, farm-to-table hot spots, burger joints, and pop-ups for every conceivable Kickstarter product and signature-starved petition. It was the largest system of enclosed, second-story bridges in the world and, for Nora and Corbett, it was home.

“Where are we going for lunch?”

“You’re on your own.” Nora swerved to avoid a group of businessmen as her partner stopped abruptly in front of a pizza place. Corbett never watched where he was going in the skyway. He didn’t have to. The crowd parted around him like pedestrian male privilege, or maybe tall person privilege, while he obliviously perused the lunch counter menu.

“They’ve got Hawaiian barbecue pizza.”

She checked her watch and shook her head. “Strike’s in twenty minutes. I don’t have time.”

At this point, she’d barely be able to grab the gym bag from her office and get to Strike’s building before class started.

“Ah, come on, Ellie.”

Nora sighed. No one else called her that. Most people didn’t even know her full name was Elnora. Ellie was too light, too easy on the tongue. Ellie was someone who changed her schedule around at the drop of a hat, who acquiesced to her friend’s cajoling.

“They aren’t holding any lunchtime classes next week. I don’t want to miss this one.” She’d reached the top of the waitlist for the exclusive gym six months ago, and since joining, Strike’s kickboxing sessions had become an integral part of her week. It was the exact opposite of the mental challenges that filled her work days; Strike was visceral, a world distilled into sheer physical effort and power. It was also her only chance to see Logan.

“Fine, fine.” Corbett gave up. “I’ll fend for myself.”

They moved back into the crowd and turned a corner past a six-story waterfall cascading into a pool at the bottom of an atrium. Just before crossing the final bridge to Parrish’s building, Nora reached into her blazer pocket to grab a few folded bills.

“You’re not still giving her money.”

Nora didn’t bother replying; they’d had this fight too many times. She checked for security guards as they crossed over the intersection, then grinned at the woman lumbering slowly next to the glass.

“Hi, Rose.”

“Briefcase lady!” Rose, an elderly homeless woman, straightened up when she saw who’d stopped in front of her.

Nora shook the older woman’s hand, pressing the bills into her palm.

“You busted that heart out of your briefcase yet?” Rose asked the same urgent question of every passerby on the skyway, until she got locked out of Parrish’s building and headed to the shelter at night. The same went for purses, laptops, and backpacks; Rose was on a mission to liberate all the hearts in downtown Minneapolis. The building’s security left her to it as long as she didn’t panhandle, which was why Nora made sure to be discreet.

“Any day now, Rose.” Nora touched her arm, winked, and kept walking, while Corbett scrolled through his email at her side.

“She’s a lush.”

“Said the Irishman.”

“Doesn’t take Irish eyes to see that one keeps her heart in a bottle.” Then Corbett stopped in his tracks, almost causing a collision with the person behind him, and cursed at his phone.

“What is it?” Nora checked her watch again. She had less than fifteen minutes now. “I have to go.”

“We both do.” He stalked to the elevator banks and shook his head. “Change of plans.”

Nora followed him into the elevator and checked her email to find a meeting request for a new client. There was no company name, but it was flagged as a white-glove prospect, which meant all available partners were required to attend. “In ten minutes? Are they joking?”

“Apparently it’s an emergency.”

“Whose emergency?”

Before they could discuss it further the elevator doors opened to reveal a near frantic Rajesh, their newest partner in the firm.

“Ah, thank God you’re both back. Jim is already in the executive conference room and the client will be here any moment. Please.” Rajesh waved them out of the elevator and bustled behind them down the hallway. “We’ll have an hour. I’ll do the introduction and then we’ll hear what they need. Can you imagine if we took it? What an opportunity. They’re famously private, closed door, not a single equity offering as far as my sources can tell.”

“Who is it?” Nora asked, but Rajesh had already doubled back toward reception to welcome the mystery company who’d just hijacked Corbett’s lunch and prevented Nora from going to Strike today. She gritted her teeth as they stepped into the conference room where an admin was laying out settings of spotless china.

“How did the seminars go?” Jim asked, leaning back in his chair at the head of the table.

“Fine. The usual crop of new accountants.”

“Our bright future.” Jim smiled. “I’m sure you both showed them the way.”

“We always do.” Corbett sat down and pulled the tray of biscotti closer to him.

The admin set a cup of steaming green tea in front of Nora along with a meeting agenda that made her spine straighten with a shock of excitement.

Strike, Inc.

She stared at the client name at the top of the paper and ran a quick hand over her hair, smoothing any loose strands back into the chignon. Despite all these months of attending classes, she’d never worked up the nerve to actually speak to Logan. Now an entire host of nerves flip-flopped under her skin. When Rajesh ushered their guest into the room, Nora closed her eyes and took a steadying breath, but the voice behind her wasn’t the one she’d expected. The deep, crisp notes filling the air didn’t belong to Logan Russo.

Nora turned and saw a trim, handsome man in a full-vested suit. He shook Jim’s hand with a measured intensity, and the silver sprinkled through his dark hair matched his watchband and tie, all combining to form one gleaming, deliberate package. It was a man she hadn’t laid eyes on in months, who—in fact—she’d counted on never seeing again.

When he pivoted to Nora, his smile didn’t alter the slightest fraction, but the light in his eyes changed. He remembered her, too. As she struggled to understand what was happening, he offered her a perfectly groomed hand.

“Gregg Abbott, Strike.”






GREGG

SHE DIDN’T say Nice to meet you or even You look familiar. None of those lying Midwestern pleasantries from Nora Trier. She met my eyes steadily, shook my hand with a dry palm, and when the overeager partner gestured for everyone to sit down, she folded her dove gray suit back into her executive chair, ready for whatever came next. Even if what came next was me.

I’m not what people expect when they hear Strike.

Strike, for most of the country, means Logan Russo. They see her signature swirl braid, the bald determination glazing the eye that stares them down over the top of a boxing glove. They see her when they’re browsing a gas station aisle for protein bars and they see her while they’re watching commercials during Sunday’s NFL game, but most of all they see her every time they throw a secret late-night punch at the bathroom mirror, when they think no one’s up besides them and their demons. They see Logan, only Logan, because that’s what we told them to see.

Gregg Abbott—cofounder of Strike, husband of Logan Russo—is just a guy who sits in meetings. I sat down now, and took stock of my surroundings.

Parrish Forensics wasn’t what I expected, either. Elegance exuded from the sleek fortieth-floor conference room and the paint-splashed canvasses along the wall: indigo on butter, orange against navy. There was no mistaking the crimson on chalk white. It was blood splatter, a crime scene exploded and examined at microscopic range, and I couldn’t tell if it was meant to assure or discomfort the viewer. The same could be said about Nora Trier and the rest of her partners around the table. Most accountants gave you that long-suffering, “no one understands the importance of my tedium” sort of vibe, but this group had a different energy completely.

Jim Parrish was the same hale, jovial boomer who smiled from the white screen of his bio photo on their website, emanating all the energy of his résumé. I could picture him downing wheatgrass shots as he exposed the World Com scandal and running marathons while he linked a five-billion-dollar money laundering ring to several South American governments. He probably had enough enemies to fill a stadium, the type of hatred that keeps you young.

I’d taken the chair on Jim’s left and Rajesh, the partner who’d met me out front, sat facing me.

“We are gratified you reached out to us, Mr. Abbott.”

Rajesh Joshi was no challenge to read. He’d referenced his past professional life within the first minute of greeting me in the lobby (establishing credentials) and drew his shoulders up to hold himself a half inch taller than his spine wanted to stretch (seeking dominance). He wasn’t a short man, average in most dimensions, although his head was disproportionally big, exacerbated by a hairstyle that reminded me of a rippling motorcycle helmet. I wondered if it intentionally emphasized his skull, whether head size to accountants was the equivalent of comparing dicks.

“Parrish Forensics provides expertise in a number of areas.” Rajesh nodded to the assistant who controlled a PowerPoint from one corner of the room and took me through the standard company presentation, their mission statement, which read like a code of conduct for the United Nations, and the various services they offered. Forensic investigation, including asset misappropriation, money laundering, and financial statement fraud. Litigation support. Expert witness testimony. Divorce and estate property valuation. International expertise and resources, on-the-ground investigations around the globe.

While he talked, I took stock of the other two partners. Corbett MacDermott, a ruddy guy with a strong chin, was the only one in the room who wasn’t trying to look pleasant. Unlike Jim and Rajesh, he was tie-free and jacketless, wearing an off-the-rack button-down rolled up to his elbows. Not a brawler, not a wimp. A man who could give or take a punch, but wouldn’t be sorry to hear the bell at the end of the round. He looked, in fact, like he’d love to hear a bell right now. And finally, there was Nora Trier, watching the presentation as though she hadn’t seen it a thousand times before. Occasionally she and the ruddy guy exchanged glances and there was something more there—a partnership beyond the business.

“The only continent we haven’t found money in—yet—is Antarctica,” Rajesh laughed at his own joke as he wrapped up the pitch. The last slide included the Strike logo and a shot from our website, which he left on-screen as they all turned subtly toward me, my cue.

I looked at each of them in turn.

“Strike is the fastest growing premium athletic brand in the country. We formed in 1999. Logan had already done some endorsement work, but together we developed a line of nutritional supplements and hit the market at the exact moment protein powders were exploding. From there we expanded into sponsorships, apparel, and urban gym experiences. We have over five million email subscribers to Logan’s blog and we’ve trained dozens of youth state boxing and professional UFC champions. Our last year-end showed a net worth of $920 million. Based on our revenue growth, I assume we’ve passed the billion mark now.”

You showed me yours, I’ll show you mine.

“I’ve read numerous articles about Strike’s trajectory, and I can personally confirm your sea salt cashew protein bar is excellent.” Rajesh laughed, enjoying the reflected success of having a billion-dollar company at his table. “We understand Strike is a privately held corporation with two equal shareholders.” He paused and glanced at me.

“That’s correct. Logan and I each own fifty percent. We’re the founders, owners, and board of directors.”

“Has the company ever undergone a formal audit?” This from Jim.

“It’s never been necessary. We’re self-made. We’ve financed every step we’ve ever taken, including the move this year to add thirty new gyms to our portfolio, doubling our physical footprint in the United States and moving into select markets in Canada.”

“An aggressive expansion.” Jim took a sip of his coffee.

I couldn’t help it; I leaned in. “We all have a fight inside us, waiting to be unleashed. Skinny, short, fat, weak, old, happy, it doesn’t matter. There’s an animal within, a highly evolved aggressor that isn’t conference room compatible, and Strike provides a channel for that ferocity right in the heart of the city, amid all the boardroom handshakes and neckties and professional courtesies. I’ve seen sixty-year-old women throwing side kicks that would decimate you, and twelve-year-old at-risk boys with their eyes on fire, like they’re falling in love for the first time. Strike is primal; it feeds the animal and hones the human.”

Each partner reacted separately to the pitch. Most onlookers would see an interchangeable assortment of executives, but there were tiny differences opening like fissures all around me. It was completely unlike the single-minded drive we had at Strike, the common goal we held supreme among us. These people were four islands who happened to be sharing a sea. Rajesh seemed like he was going to burst into applause, bobbing his head and smiling, although I’m not sure if he absorbed anything past the one billion in net worth. Corbett swirled his coffee and nodded, while Jim leaned farther back in his chair, acting the benevolent audience to the sales pitch. Nora was the only one who seemed unaffected. Her back was straight, a perfect stack of vertebrae. They didn’t arch with false confidence or bow in intimacy, but sat easy and natural one on top of the other, a tower built of balance and grace. She set her pen down, a careful diagonal across the meeting agenda, then met my eyes squarely and spoke for the first time since the meeting began.

“The business model seems successful, Mr. Abbott.” (A pat and a shoulder together.) “So, what is it that brings you to Parrish today?”

This was it—the point of no return. I could simply get up, excuse myself, walk out of this office suite and try to find another solution, another way to save Strike. The urge was so strong my legs tensed, ready to stand. But that wasn’t the plan. Our mission statement was for the company to win at all costs. It’s what we’d all worked toward for so long. The company was the most important thing.

I swallowed and returned Nora’s look. “Strike is in trouble.”

“How?” she asked, the first real curl of emotion flicking behind her eyes.

“We’re hosting an event next week, a kickboxing tournament called Strike Down. Fighters from all over the world will be competing for twenty million dollars in prize money.”

Jim cut in. “We know. We’ve got a box, don’t we, Nora?”

She looked down and played with a corner of the paper. It was her first self-soothing gesture of the meeting and I didn’t entirely understand it. She was embarrassed to be a fan? Or was it something else?

“We organize partner outings,” Nora explained. “Plays, Broadway shows, cooking classes. I suggested the tournament as our entertainment for this quarter.”

“You won’t be disappointed.” I smiled. “Strike Down is going to be unlike anything the martial arts world has seen. In addition to the professional and amateur fights for both men and women, we’ll have live technique demonstrations, meet and greets, a full range of exclusive products for sale, social media voting for fan-favorite contenders, and a surprise experience we haven’t even unveiled yet.”

“So, where’s the trouble?”

I took a breath. “The prize money … it’s gone.”

“Withdrawn?”

“Apparently it was never funded. We had enough in the bank at the beginning of the year, but it’s all been spent. The accountant is worthless—sorry—and said we’ve run over cost on our new clubs, which is bullshit. Ten thousand here or there, maybe, but this much overage is impossible.”

“You’re missing twenty million dollars.” Nora said. “And you need to find it by … ?”

“Next Friday.” A surprised noise came from Rajesh’s side of the table, and I became aware of the rest of the people in the room again. Nora flashed Corbett a look, flaring so quick I almost didn’t catch it, and the Irishman’s eyes fell back to his coffee. Jim Parrish’s jaw tightened one screw click, the tiniest adjustment. There were things swimming under this conference table, dark forms I couldn’t see the shape of, but I felt the ripple of their current.

“We can stall the winners on their payout for a few days beyond the end of the tournament, but not more. Our reputation is too important to jeopardize.”

“Mr. Abbott, our next opening for new engagements doesn’t even begin until August. We pride ourselves on timely investigation, but—” Rajesh spluttered.

“We’ll pay the premium for immediate service and provide any access you need: on-site, remote, software, hardware, twenty-four-hour support for your people. Please, we have no other options. The event is sold out, but we’ve sunk that revenue—”

“Cash, not revenue,” Nora corrected.

“—back into the tournament. The stadium rental, the setup, tech, and staffing. We’ll barely break even. We have to find that money.”

“How much is your line of credit?” Corbett asked.

“I told you, Strike is self-determined. We don’t rely on anyone but ourselves.” Which was why asking for Parrish’s help was this hard.

“So, no insurance, then.”

“Property and casualty, of course, alternative risk—but nothing that would cover this.”

Corbett twirled his pen, obviously checking some box in his head between idiot and bankrupt. Maybe bankrupt idiot. None of them understood that financing and insurance, public stock offerings, all of that corporate dealing was the opposite of what Strike symbolized. We had fought our way from the ground up. We didn’t take handouts. And we’d always solved our own problems, until now. Rajesh opened his mouth, but I held up a hand.

“I have a … suspicion … about where the money went.” The partners waited, postures straightened in rapt attention now, the lure of twenty million dollars brightening their hunter eyes. “As I mentioned, my wife and I both have a fifty percent stake in the company, equal authority to open accounts, initiate transactions, approve transfers.”

I paused, my eyes straying to the PowerPoint slide still glowing on the wall. The Strike logo. Everything we’d worked toward for twenty years.

“Are you saying you suspect your wife—Logan Russo—of embezzling the money? From her own company?”

I blinked away from the screen. “It wouldn’t be about damaging Strike, not to Logan. She doesn’t think the way you or I do. It’s hard to explain, but she’s a celebrity, a fighter. Everyone in the world knows her, but no one is allowed close enough to get under her guard.”

“Aren’t you?” Corbett asked.

“Our marriage has always been … complicated.” My gaze didn’t stray anywhere near Nora’s side of the table. “It’s impossible to know, sometimes, where our personal lives end and the company begins. But things have deteriorated in the last year. Something happened recently that she’s blaming me for. And this is her primal response, to hit me where it will hurt the most.”

“Mr. Abbott,” Nora said, interrupting the Irish partner, who looked like he wanted to question me further. “If we accept the engagement, we’ll be conducting the investigation with absolute impartiality. The evidence alone will inform our conclusions, and not anything said here. Your personal opinions are merely that. We’ll be the ones to determine the truth regarding what Ms. Russo—or anyone else at the company—did or didn’t do.”

There was a fire in her eyes now, illuminating her immaculate professionalism and reminding me, for no tangible reason, of my wife.

“You’ll find out for yourselves.” I swallowed, appealing to the room at large. “She’s been sabotaging Strike from the moment she announced this tournament to the world.”





THE BIG ONE

[image: Image]


January 25, 2019

I’m going to get personal today, guys. It doesn’t happen often, but today’s a milestone and you’ve shared so many of them with me so here’s one back at you.

Strength.

Everyone wants it, reveres it, boasts about it, without the first fucking clue what it is.

As a kid I thought strength was earning a black belt. I kicked through boards and felt them splinter under my feet. I thought strength was a guttural yell, an opponent stumbling backward in the ring. In my twenties that turned into a title, a trophy, and the endless climb toward championships. By my thirties I thought strength meant expanding my reach, turning my passion into a career, a company. In my forties I decided strength was found in giving back, doing more to help my community and passing on the maybe four-and-a-half things I know.

I woke up a few days ago as a fifty-year-old woman in a villa in paradise. That’s not a metaphor. I thought fifty deserved a holiday—a beach surrounded by lush palm groves and filled with enough lounge chairs and Bahama Mamas to properly salute the last half century. I didn’t meditate or reflect. I didn’t come up with some bullshit advice no one wants to hear. What is fifty, anyway? Enough trips around the sun to feel the rain in your bones or to send ungrateful little versions of your DNA into the world, if that’s your thing. And enough time, at least for me, to figure out what strength really means.

When I woke up that morning, fifty years old, I didn’t want to lounge or drink. I didn’t want to tour pastel tributes to colonialism. I was Midwestern-sweaty, my winter skin blistering and winter lungs stinging with one pure need.

I wanted to fight.

I cut the trip short, flew back to the frigid heartland, and went straight home. Our home. I surprised everyone at the club after the regular evening beatdown and invited the trainers to strap on their gloves, all the faces our Minneapolis members know and love to hate. Jessica, senior trainer and legendary glute buster. Rae, our happy hour warrior. And of course Aaden, who graduated from the Strike Next after-school program to become one of the fiercest fighters I’ve ever trained.

I went into the ring with every single one of them and I fought them all into the ropes, all of them who, let’s be honest, were giving the old lady a pass—except Aaden. Guys, he knocked me on my ass. This kid can jab you from three paces away. He can kick you from the fucking locker rooms. When I first met Aaden, I asked if they had kickboxing in Somalia and he said no; they liked football but they never had a ball. You don’t need a ball to be a kickboxer, I told him. You were born with all the equipment you need. And damn do I hate being right. Aaden gave me a beating I’m going to feel until fifty-one. He was a blur of tendons, a tornado of roundhouses, and when he threw a cross-hook-uppercut combo this boss-gone-bottoms-up took a cartoon flop straight to the mat. While I was lying there, doubled over laughing in pain and spitting blood at the hands offering to help me up, I knew exactly how I wanted to celebrate my birthday.

Strength is knowing when to get the fuck out of the way.

This is a milestone, guys, and not because I hit the half century mark. This week, the New York Times rated Strike the #1 premier urban gym in the United States. We have locations in twenty-nine major cities and teach self-defense, martial arts, and body conditioning to thousands of members who understand what strength is, because some of you have been fighting all of your lives. This isn’t my milestone; it’s yours. You’ve risen up. You’ve beaten back the odds. You’ve found the strength inside yourselves and tapped it every day, called it into the ring again and again.

YOU are the employees who file awkwardly into Strike for a team-building exercise and an hour later knock your manager sideways with a left hook you never knew you had.

YOU are the city kids who catch two buses to spend the afternoon pummeling a body bag and learning one-arm defenses against common grab assaults.

YOU are the women who barely notice the glass shards as you punch through that ceiling. Your resistance has given my life purpose, has galvanized me, and together we’ve made something that’s stronger than all of us. YOU are Strike.

Today I’m making it official. I’m handing this company to you.

Get ready for Strike Down.

Fighters, whether you’re from all over the metro or all over the world, men, women, amateurs, and pros, I’m calling you to downtown Minneapolis this July to compete for twenty million dollars in prize money.

You read that right. Twenty million dollars from Strike to you.

And I’m not done yet. In addition to eight figures of cash, I’m going to be choosing one of the champions to become the next face of Strike. Your face on the posters. Your gloves framing the walls.

Strike isn’t me, not anymore.

Strike is you.

There is strength in knowing when to let something go so it can become greater than you. Fifty fucking years and I’ve finally found that strength. Now the future is up to you.




Today’s Workout (Did you think I’d forget? I’m not that old yet.)


	Basic warm-up shuffle with upper body combos for five minutes.

	Round kicks to the knee, waist, and shoulder. One minute cycles per side. Ten rounds with thirty seconds’ rest in between.

	Fifty push-ups. You’re celebrating my birthday, too.

	Repeat round with front kicks, then hold chair pose for ninety seconds.

	Half mile cooldown jog and stretch.








NORA

AS RAJESH explained their vetting process for new clients, Nora pulled up the blog where Logan had announced the Strike Down tournament. It had originally posted five months ago, just after she’d joined the gym. She hadn’t read any sabotage in the content at the time, and—apart from knowing the money was gone—she couldn’t find anything alarming now. What did Gregg Abbott think his wife had done?

Gregg Abbott. Cofounder of Strike. Logan Russo’s husband. When Nora had met him, months ago and half a country away, she’d had no idea he was any of these things.

Nora sat through the rest of the meeting quietly. Like most new clients, Gregg didn’t understand why Parrish couldn’t accept the job immediately.

“We must complete the evaluation first,” Rajesh sounded apologetic, “to ensure our firm has no conflicts of interest before we begin an investigation. In the event our findings lead to any criminal or civil charges—”

“I’m not going to drag Strike’s reputation through a public trial. I just need the money back. Now.”

“Nevertheless.” Rajesh inclined his head, politely ending the debate and the meeting.

“How long will this evaluation take?” Gregg asked, rising from his chair.

“As long as we need to assure our independence,” Nora replied, drawing his attention as she moved to the door. “We’ll advise you as soon as possible. May I walk you out?”

His eyes widened almost imperceptibly, but he quickly nodded and shook hands with everyone before falling into step alongside her. As they walked back to reception, Nora caught the scent of maple and musk. He smelled as good as she remembered and he looked even better: summer gold skin, precisely shaved jaw, and amber eyes that missed nothing. He wasn’t wearing his Atticus Finch glasses and that was probably for the best.

She nodded as they passed several analysts in the corridor. “You never mentioned how you became aware of our firm, Mr. Abbott. We always ask new clients.”

He paused when they reached the foyer, glancing at the receptionist before replying. “It was on a recommendation.”

“From someone in Atlanta?”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, it might have been in Atlanta.”

At least he was honest about it. The least she could do was return the favor. The elevator dinged, but instead of shaking hands and saying goodbye like she would with any other business associate, she stepped inside. As soon as the doors closed, she turned to face him.

“Let’s be clear.”

“Let’s.” He didn’t completely drop the pretense of formality, but took a step closer, narrowing the gap between them. Nora resisted the urge to back up.

“Atlanta was a one-night stand.” She didn’t blink, didn’t allow her volume or tone to change from what it had been moments ago. “It didn’t mean anything. We didn’t even exchange full names, so I have no idea how you found me here.”

“You had some business cards on the dresser in your hotel room. I took one when you were in the bathroom.”

“Why?”

He didn’t reply for a moment. His eyes softened and he swallowed. “I wanted to see you again.” Then, shaking his head. “Not like this, obviously. I didn’t know the prize money was gone until our quarterly financial review this morning, but when the accountant told me, you were the first person I thought of.”

His hand lifted, bridging the distance between them, but at that moment the elevator stopped to let in a group of people. They both pivoted to the front and stood silently for the rest of the ride.

Nora focused on breathing. This was exactly why she didn’t sleep with people in the Twin Cities. Her cardinal rule, since the day Jim Parrish hired her and gave her a new path, was to never mix the personal and professional. It hadn’t mattered that she’d done the right thing with Sam White; she’d still lost everything—her job, her family, even her childhood had somehow been taken away, the memories fractured and shadowed by the knowledge of how it had all ended. How she had ended it. But Nora wasn’t stupid. She didn’t make the same mistake twice.

When the elevator reached the skyway level, she and Gregg exited. The lunchtime crowd had thinned. Groups of chattering coworkers had given way to suits on their phones, either going to meetings or starting their weekend early. Nora headed west toward Strike’s building with Gregg at her shoulder. He was shorter than Corbett. Whenever she walked through the skyway with her partner, they always looked like the odd couple, but she and Gregg moved smoothly together. Their pace was quick, in sync, and noticing that fact made Nora distinctly uncomfortable.

“Would you have any qualms if I headed this engagement?”

“None at all.” His answer was immediate. “Why do you think I came to you?”

“Do you believe me to be impartial?”

She looked over to see his eyes scanning her face, her hair, as if searching for the right answer, but there was no hesitation in his reply. “Yes.”

A heat rose between them and Nora looked away to find Rose, her homeless romantic, nodding and grinning as they approached. Nora glared at her and shook her head. Rose cackled as they passed.

“If Parrish accepts this assignment, we’ll be investigating you. We’ll be investigating your wife. We’ll turn your company and your lives inside out. Is there anything you want to tell me now? What are we going to find?”

They stopped outside the entrance to Strike. The lunch class she’d missed was just getting out and Nora spotted familiar faces—red, sweaty, and triumphant—leaving the gym. She should have been among them.

“You’re going to find twenty million dollars.”

“In one week? I might catch the thief, but if the money was stolen it could be anywhere in the world by now. Finding the money is impossible.”

“Not for you.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

He moved a few feet down the hall, out of sight of the gym members and staff. “I checked on your company this morning. Your partner Rajesh wasn’t bragging back there. For a small firm, you carry a big stick.” His voice lowered. “And I personally know you are thorough, creative, and attentive to every detail.”

She swallowed and found her mouth had gone dry.

“I need you, Nora.” He reached out and shook her hand—his grip warm yet professional—before leaving to go inside.

Nora walked back into the skyway between their buildings, leaned against the glass as traffic rushed underneath, and put her face in her hands.

What the hell had she done?



Most people didn’t realize accounting wasn’t about numbers. Anyone could learn the basics of a balance sheet, but an investor wouldn’t buy stock in a company just because some numbers guy said it looked all right. Maybe the numbers guy was a major stockholder who wanted his share price to go up. Maybe he was married to the CFO. Maybe he was an anarchist who liked setting things on fire. Numbers were meaningless without integrity. Stockholders relied on the ethics of accountants, on the work of men and women who counted inventory and visited property holdings to make sure they actually existed, who checked that sales were genuine and invoices weren’t stuffed in a drawer, and to do all that an accountant had to be absolutely neutral, without bias or even the appearance of bias.

Forensic accounting had even more rigorous standards because every testimony became an invitation for attack. Defense attorneys checked Nora’s background on a daily basis. Her identity theft protection software pinged like a heart monitor during big cases, when entire teams of legal interns tried to find even a hint of shade in order to convince the jury that Nora’s testimony was unreliable. They found nothing. Her cardinal rule to dissociate all personal and professional interests had made her into a model investigator. For fifteen years, Nora had thrived on the basis of her integrity, her independence.

But when it came to Strike, she was anything but neutral. And it had nothing to do with Gregg Abbott.

Pushing away from the skyway glass, Nora turned around. Through the second-story floor-to-ceiling windows she could see the Strike studio hung with rows of punching bags. This was the exact spot where she’d first seen Logan Russo. Nora had been crossing the skyway on her way to some appointment, and stopped dead in her tracks. Had it been almost a year ago now? One year since she’d stood here, transfixed by the blazing fighter in the window, an olive-skinned woman who strode between the bags, correcting fighters’ postures and demonstrating kicks. She wasn’t beautiful. Spare and dense, she was a miracle of flesh on whom too many clothes would be tragic. She’d worn a ripped tank top and shorts that day. Her dark eyes had glowed with humor, her black hair slicked into a low bun. Nora had traced the shadows in her arms as she moved, the line of her jaw as she threw her head back and laughed. The woman worked her way through the bags until Nora couldn’t see her anymore, but it was impossible for someone like that to ever disappear. She would burn through the back of your eyelids first. Nora had stood frozen at the glass for another minute, waiting for the woman to come back into view. When she didn’t, Nora walked into Strike and added her name to the waitlist to join the gym. Six months later she’d taken her first class.

That first session, Nora had hovered nervously in the back. She’d bought several books about martial arts form and technique—one had even mentioned Logan as a condescending aside “testament” to the growing presence of women in the sport—and Nora had memorized the basic punches. Jab, hook, cross, uppercut. She strapped and re-strapped the black boxing gloves she’d received with her locker key, oddly comforted by the padded restriction of movement in her wrists. When Logan appeared and cued up a song she’d never heard, a song probably meant for millennials or whoever came after millennials, she felt old and out of place. She followed along to the warm-up, though, drawn out of herself by the woman at the front of the studio.

Logan Russo was a cyclone, a brilliant burst of energy orbiting the room. She made them forget they were lawyers and hassled fathers and accountants, and turned them one by one into warriors. Halfway through the first class, as they worked through a combination drill of punches and kicks, Nora felt a hand circling her arm.

“Don’t collapse your elbow or you’ll lose all the power in your back.”

Nora nodded at her punching bag, not daring to turn around, to trace the grip back to the woman attached to it.

“Here.” Logan shifted behind her and held Nora’s elbow down by her side. “Hit the bag.”

Nora obeyed, feeling her knuckles burn while the bag barely stirred. Logan didn’t comment, but lifted Nora’s elbow straight out to the side and placed her other hand on Nora’s sweat-soaked running shirt, pressing the point between her neck and her shoulder where masseuses found hidden tendons that released shards of white light through her body. “Now hit it again.”

Nora did, and the muscles underneath Logan’s hand engaged and flexed, shooting energy into her arm.

“Well, hello, gorgeous trapezius.” Logan’s gravelly voice curled with humor as she patted Nora’s back. “Now keep hitting it. Don’t give that fucking elbow any opportunities. It wants to defend. Make it attack.”

Then she moved to the next student, while Nora became aware of her entire body in a way she hadn’t been since she was a teenager. She felt the connection between muscles, tendon, organ, and bone, all firing with a new, unnamed excitement. The awkwardness faded and she felt, for the first time, like she was strong.
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