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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoey Butler tapped her pen against her palm and frowned at the battery on the lab bench. Future State’s flagship solid-state batteries had failed to hit the targets promised in all of the glossy Future State brochures by a mile. No matter how many times she ran the performance tests.

      Zoey’s brain knew the answer, but her heart couldn’t quite believe it. Her tests were accurate. The only logical solution was that the batteries weren’t measuring up to Future State’s claims. Someone, somewhere, had made a huge mistake.

      A rumble of voices and shouts coming from outside the lab snapped Zoey out of her panic for a moment. A group of men and women in navy FBI jackets rushed through the front door, shouting instructions. Suddenly, all of the data that didn’t add up fell into place. She only had time to feel a few seconds of crushing disappointment before a woman with a red Labrador retriever entered the lab and told Zoey to step away from the lab bench. Zoey placed her hands on her head while the dog searched the room, tail wagging despite stress and noise filling the air. Dread settled in the pit of her stomach. Everything she’d been working towards had been a lie.
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        Dear Zoey,

      

        

      
        Thank you for applying to the Future Energy Laboratory. The FEL is always looking for enthusiastic and qualified applicants. However, we regret to inform you that you have not been selected for this position. We encourage you to apply for future positions through our website.

      

        

      
        Best Regards,

        Tallulah Singh

        Future Energy Laboratory Human Resources
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Ms. <firstname> Butler,

      

        

      
        We regret to inform you that we are not moving further with your application at this time. We appreciate your interest in the Renewable Energy Innovations family, however, we had a large and competitive group of applicants for this position. We wish you all the best in your future endeavors.

      

        

      
        Cheers,

        David Brandt

        Employee Happiness Coordinator
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        * * *

      

      Zoey sighed into her open laptop. Well, the email addressed to Ms. <firstname> Butler was a new low. It was impressive, really, that her job search had gotten even worse. While Zoey suspected she’d only been receiving form rejections these past several months, it turned her stomach to have it so obviously confirmed. Only a few years earlier, she’d had her choice of extremely competitive offers before even graduating from college. She’d had the luxury of thinking hard about each offer before choosing the opportunity she believed would change her life. Unfortunately, it had.

      When Zoey began her career as a materials science engineer for Future State Energy, they had been the newest and most impressive player in the energy storage industry. While her peers had taken jobs with automakers focused on designing stylish electric cars, Zoey was interested in less splashy, but equally impactful, work in the battery industry. Someone needed to create power management solutions for the wind turbines and solar panels that generally garnered more attention in the news. The company she now referred to as “the F-word” claimed their solid-state technology would leapfrog the work of the more well-known players in the battery industry by decades, revolutionizing renewable energy and improving the future of the planet. There was just one small problem with Future State’s technology—the exciting claims made by the charismatic head of development, Ophelia Wagner, were too good to be true.

      Ophelia loved bragging that the talent at Future State was second to none. That, at least, was true. Zoey’s coworkers were incredibly talented scientists and engineers. Unfortunately for them all, Ophelia had made claims even they couldn’t materialize. Once Zoey was answering the FBI’s questions in a deserted conference room, it became clear that she’d been hired by Ophelia to buy time and make Ophelia’s exaggerations look believable, even to scientists and engineers within the company. She’d tried to stick it out and make it right, but after a few months of regular interviews with the FBI, uncomfortable conversations with possibly duplicitous coworkers, and a nearly constant feeling of humiliation, Zoey couldn’t take it anymore. Her last straw was when her boss, Marco Ortiz, had defended the quality of the lab’s work, getting into a not-so-subtle yelling match with the then-CEO, JJ Harris. Marco had been right, and JJ was demoted, but it did nothing to ease Zoey’s mind. She’d run the tests. She should have known. She found it increasingly hard to focus and couldn’t sleep. Zoey quit, sure she would receive more offers than when she had no experience at all. Instead, they regretted to inform her.

      Zoey focused on her current surroundings to pull herself out of the bad memories. Her hand was resting on the rustic kitchen table she’d helped her sister, and roommate since college, paint a cheerful yellow. The smell of the morning’s coffee still hung in the air. Back in the present, she looked at her computer again. She wouldn’t stop being persistent, even if things got hard. Especially when things got hard. She looked down at her computer screen—a new email had arrived. She knew what it would say before she clicked on it, but she couldn’t help looking anyway. They, too, regretted to inform her.

      Zoey squeezed her eyes shut to keep from crying with frustration. It wouldn’t do any good. She’d run that experiment several times in the last few months and her conclusions were utterly repeatable. No number of form-based platitudes ever made her feel better. She needed an actual job. A tear escaped and she gave in to the moment for a few seconds, then wiped it away. There was nothing wrong with crying. She was human and three rejections in one afternoon hurt. She let herself feel it for another minute, then rolled her eyes at the one remaining email, still sitting unread. She shook her head and clicked on it. A representative from human resources at Future State claimed they were back in the game. According to the email, the F-word had evolved into a paragon of ethical decision-making and behavior. And they wanted her back. Was she available for a conversation? She deleted the message immediately. Why did they want her back so badly? They kept asking, even when she’d never responded to their emails.

      For a brief moment, Zoey considered pulling the email from Future State out of her trash folder. A job was a job, after all. She closed her eyes to resist temptation. Nothing good could come from going back. She’d been lucky she hadn’t ended up in jail. She’d had so many meetings with the FBI, reviewing her meticulous notes, Zoey ended up on a first-name basis with Alexis, the special agent in charge of the raid. Under different circumstances, they might have even become friends, as much time as they spent together. And Zoey had spent a fair amount of time with Alexis’s Labrador retriever, Waffle, whose wagging tail made him friends with everyone, regardless of the circumstances. Without the conversations with Alexis, Zoey would have never realized the extent to which her work was a purposeful misdirect, intended to cover illegal activity and lies to investors. She’d left the company without looking back, keeping nothing from Future State except a free flash drive Marco had given her that he didn’t want. And only because she hadn’t realized she’d forgotten to take it out of her purse. She’d nearly chucked it in the trash when she found it, but she couldn’t bear to be wasteful. Zoey let out a breath. Her emergency fund was running out and she’d been painted into a metaphorical corner. She slammed her laptop lid shut and her sister, Elise, sitting nearby on the couch, jumped.

      Elise closed the book she’d been reading and looked up at Zoey, giving her a half-hearted smile. “Still no leads, huh?”

      “No. No leads.” Zoey rested her chin on her hand. She normally had the patience to find joy in even the most tedious and time-consuming experiments, but this experiment was testing even her.

      “Listen, I can cover next month’s rent.”

      Zoey waved a hand to cut her off. “No way. I’m not freeloading off of family. You do enough good for the world. You don’t need to add me to your list.”

      “I can charge you interest and call it a loan if it makes you feel better.” Elise tossed her brown hair over her shoulder and lifted an eyebrow. While they had nearly the same dark blue eye color, Elise’s loose curls gave her an effortlessly beautiful, beach-ready look minutes after she rolled out of bed in the morning, as opposed to Zoey’s unruly strawberry blonde waves. As a result, Zoey usually didn’t bother with her hair. Like usual, she’d pulled her hair back into a tight twist. Elise’s eyes held a challenge, but it was gentle. Elise shared Zoey’s stubbornness but also had as big a heart as anyone Zoey had ever met.

      “I appreciate it more than you know, but it’s not a long-term strategy.” Zoey rubbed her temples. “You know what the real garbage burger is?”

      “There’s just one?” Elise placed her non-fiction book about the financial management of endangered species breeding programs on the coffee table and walked towards the kitchen. While they were both in the sciences, their interests had gone in wildly different directions. Zoey liked the ordered and repeatable nature of materials science engineering, and Elise had ultimately found her ideal job working for an animal conservation not-for-profit. Elise would do anything to help her sister get a leg up, but her employer was very selective and they weren’t exactly looking for engineers. Elise had distributed Zoey’s résumé on the narrow chance they’d find her a spot designing animal habitats, but they’d still regretted to inform her.

      “Okay. It’s more than one. But this is more like the ketchup on the actual garbage burger. Or pickles. I’m not sure.”

      Elise flicked a switch on the electric kettle and turned to face her. “Okay, hit me with your worst pickles.”

      Zoey scrunched up her nose. “Nope, that feels like we’ve taken it a step too far. The real garbage burger—hold the pickles—is that one of the FBI agents had the nerve to tell me she was sorry.”

      Elise dropped her mouth open in mock alarm. “You’re kidding. That is so rude. Just like that? Wow. I hope you let them know how upset you were. She didn’t thank you too, did she? That would have been awful.”

      Zoey dropped her head in her hands for a moment, then looked back up into the concerned eyes of her sister. “What good is it to be sorry when I’m unemployed? After years of work, all those late nights studying, I may have to switch careers, Elise. I just paid off my student loans. I can’t afford to live here on unemployment, and you can’t afford to have a freeloading renter forever.”

      Elise lowered a teabag into a big white mug, poured hot water over the top of it, then brought the mug to Zoey. “Sis, neither of us have ever been good at wallowing and you’ve been doing it for the last half hour. So, what are you going to do?” She let out a snort. “Besides go complain to the rude FBI agent, of course.”

      Zoey smacked her hand on the table. “Yes. That’s exactly what I should do.”

      “Zoey, please don’t get yourself arrested.” Elise’s own mug of tea was frozen in the air, halfway to her mouth. “Or me. I don’t want to get arrested either. This might make me an accomplice. I’m not sure. I could search the internet. Wait. Would that make it premeditated? That’s worse, right?”

      Zoey took a sip from the cup of tea, flipped open the lid of her aging laptop with her free hand, and waited for it to hum to life. “I won’t get arrested.” She tapped her fingernails rapidly against the ceramic mug until she felt Elise’s hand on her back.

      “Zoey, what are you doing?” Her voice was cautious, as if she was approaching one of the endangered animals her organization saved. One of the dangerous ones. “I like this apartment and don’t need a SWAT team to break down the door. I just got finished repainting it last weekend. It’s the light purple you picked out. If you promise that you won’t do anything to make them destroy it, I’ll concede that you were right and it’s the perfect color.”

      Zoey set down her cup of tea. “Hear me out. The details of what happened at Future State can’t be shared publicly, according to about a billion pieces of paperwork that I signed. But there is one place that knows what actually happened. The only potential employer who has the evidence that I’m honest, hardworking, and ethical is the FBI. Maybe they have something.”

      Elise looked down at Zoey’s still-full mug of tea. “Do you need something stronger? Maybe we could take a break and get a glass of wine instead?”

      “I’m good, actually. Thank you. I know it sounds like desperation talking. But I’m desperate.”

      “Let me get this straight. You would like to quit searching for a job in materials engineering…to go work for the FBI?” Elise grimaced.

      “Like is a strong word.” Zoey frowned. “I like to eat. I like to drive a car and have a roof over my head. Admittedly, I don’t have all the details ironed out. But it can’t be worse than…”

      “We regret to inform you?” Elise winced.

      “Exactly.” She clicked over to her email. Alexis had given her a business card. She’d seemed sincere. Only time would tell if the agent was as sincere as she’d seemed.

      A few minutes later, Zoey looked up and found Elise staring at her with concern, her eyes only darting back to the newly painted front door once. “Is this a good idea?”

      Zoey shut the lid of her laptop. “I mean, even if it isn’t, I sent it. Now we wait.”

      “Well, if they do break down the door, at least I kept the paint can.”
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      FBI Special Agent Alexis Thompson approached her office at Riverbend K-9 Academy with her loyal partner, Waffle, on her heels. His tag jingled cheerfully, but they were both walking slower than usual after a busy day of working with the newest recruits and their energetic puppies. It was a cool spring day and the warmth inside the old airplane hangar turned administrative offices was welcome. The FBI had managed to purchase a disused regional airport at a steep discount for their newest canine training facility, and it had included a hanger that had been built in a time when wood was more plentiful and cost-effective. They’d kept most of the old wood on the interior and the result was almost cozy, particularly when compared to Alexis’s former desk at the downtown Chicago FBI office building. The quality of the building had withstood the test of time, but the county had built a bigger, more modern airport closer to nearby Indiana Polytechnic to accommodate larger private planes and a small flight school. The result had been a large, open space at a cost even the FBI couldn’t turn down. It hadn’t taken much to modify the facility and add offices in the airplane hangar for the administrative staff at the Academy. The FBI had done some work around the perimeter to tighten up security, and they had room to grow as big as Alexis could imagine. As the Academy’s director, she’d been offered a larger office but had instead taken a smaller office in the corner with a large window facing the training yard.

      Alexis walked through her open office door and Waffle brushed her leg to walk in front of her. His ears perked up and his tail began to wag as he sniffed around the cardboard box on her desk. It hadn’t been there this morning. Alexis peeked at the return address and grinned. She placed her tote bag on the floor to pull the box off the desk for a better look. Considering that she was surrounded by the best noses in the business, and it had already been opened as part of a security screen, she didn’t share her canine partner’s concern about its contents.

      Alexis reached inside the box and pulled out a small canvas bag with the image of one of her team’s dogs on the front. Waffle snuffled it suspiciously, decided it wasn’t going to explode, then sprawled out on the cool, hard floor for a well-earned nap. Alexis chuckled and examined the bag more closely. It was custom treat bag she could wear like a fanny pack; the bag was large enough to hold dog food but small enough to wear comfortably while training the dogs. A high-energy shepherd mix named Gizmo, a graduate of her very first training class, had located explosives near a commercial building that produced logo wear in all shapes and sizes. Alexis had told the owner repeatedly that they were just doing their jobs, but he’d gotten the sweetest gleam in his eyes and told them he’d be thanking them all the same. He was about the same age as her grandfather and had similar smile lines around his eyes. His grandchildren had been visiting him in the building the day they’d neutralized the explosives and there was no talking him out of his plan.

      Now, Alexis had a thousand custom dog treat bags with Gizmo’s regal profile on the side. She moved the box to the ground and pulled out a bag for herself. She’d also mail a few to Gizmo’s handler, a fellow special agent and weekend marathoner who’d been an excellent fit with the eager shepherd. She clicked the bag onto her waist and filled it with a handful of food. At the sound of the kibble hitting the bottom, Waffle snapped out of his apparent nap, eyes firmly on the bag that he now recognized as a magic kibble dispenser. She looked down at him, eyebrows raised. He hauled himself up into a sleepy sit, thumped his tail, and managed to make his face look extra innocent, pushing his ears forward and sitting perfectly for maximum cuteness. She put her hands on her hips. “Okay, but only because you are such a good dog.”

      Waffle gave her a goofy doggy smile and thumped his tail. Alexis pulled out a few scent containers and placed them under the distraction scents she often used to train her students. While the distraction smells could be effective for puppies new to her training methods, Waffle barely paid them any attention. He quickly found his prize, so she tossed him a few pieces of food. He bounced up and wolfed the kibble down before his front paws found solid ground again.

      Alexis looked at her computer and back at Waffle, who was starting to settle himself on a dog bed next to her desk, close enough to ensure he wouldn’t miss out on any pets. While she’d like to go back out with the dogs, administrative duties called. When Alexis applied for special funding to start a new canine facility to increase the number of trained dogs for the FBI, she’d never expected to get it. She certainly hadn’t expected the Bureau to put her in charge of it. While the FBI had other training facilities, explosive detection dogs were in high demand. Not only were they experts at sniffing out what was invisible to the human eye, they were also easy to bring around public spaces. In fact, she’d had to wave off more well-meaning requests to pet Waffle from both adults and children than she could count. Still, sometimes the unexpected turns in life paid the best dividends. Running a dog training school for the FBI in the surprisingly charming town of Riverbend, Indiana had certainly been one of them. And if that meant she had to handle some emails and the budget, so be it. She gave Waffle a pat and sat down in her swivel chair, sneaking one last look at the busy training yard and green hills beyond. Riverbend, Indiana was in an adorable piece of the country only half an hour away from her husband’s workplace at Indiana Polytechnic. Still, despite its proximity to the university and dotting of industry around the town, Riverbend itself remained small with a big heart. This morning’s local news headline had proudly announced that Riverbend would soon be adding their tenth stoplight inside city limits.

      Alexis checked her watch. She had just enough time to check her email before meeting her husband, Matt, at home in time for dinner. She’d married well for a number of reasons, but she regularly joked to him that his cooking skills were near the top of the list. Her stomach rumbled. After all that walking today, the sooner she got home, the better. She moved around a few meetings for the following day before digging into her list of unopened emails. Her schedule had gotten completely out of hand since she’d had to dismiss one of her trainees. Aside from the more obvious stress of dealing with a bad situation, it had wreaked havoc on her already full to-do list, and she hadn’t quite recovered. She still hadn’t found someone else to train the high-energy rescue dog he’d been working with, but one of her instructors was helping train the dog to buy them some time to find a replacement. Alexis rubbed her foot along Waffle’s side absently. Her coworker of the past five years would soon be out cold. His tail gave a few sleepy taps in response. She answered all the usual business emails in short order, updating her calendar and to-do list as she went, but paused when she saw a message from Zoey Butler.

      Any time a potential witness to a crime contacted her, Alexis’s heart rate spiked. It hadn’t been that long since she’d worked in the field, and her cases were usually some of the most volatile the FBI Chicago office took on. It took a moment to remember what investigation Zoey Butler had been involved with. Ah, the infamous case of Future State Energy defrauding investors. The Chicago team had been pulled in for staffing reasons, even though it was in Colorado. She wrinkled her nose. She’d never forget the look of shock on Zoey’s face when they stormed the building. Unfortunately, the situation had required they take the building by surprise, so nobody could destroy evidence. It was a good thing, too, because Ophelia Wagner had already started loading documents into the shredder by the time her team reached Ophelia’s office. It had taken Alexis some time to determine Zoey wasn’t involved, but the evidence proved that Zoey was an innocent bystander. Or, more accurately, she’d been collateral damage.

      When Zoey found out what was happening at the company, she had answered every question they asked, helping Alexis root out the remaining details they needed to button up the case. She was smart and more than a little angry that the company had used her expertise for cover. But Zoey was still early in her career with plenty of opportunities in front of her. She’d land on her feet. Hoping the message would be a happy update on Zoey’s success, Alexis clicked to open it. She sighed. Zoey was still job searching. Then, she got to the end of the email and chuckled. Well, she had a healthy helping of moxie. Waffle looked up from his almost-nap. Alexis began to compose a response, then thought better of it. She spotted Zoey’s number on the email and dialed it.

      Zoey answered on the second ring. “Hello, Zoey Butler speaking.”

      “Zoey, it’s Special Agent Alexis Thompson. I got your email.” Alexis leaned back in her chair, phone pressed against her ear.

      The phone was silent for almost two full seconds. “Hi, Agent Thompson.” Zoey cleared her throat. “What did you think?”

      In the background, Alexis heard a woman’s voice yelling, “Zoey, I swear, if the FBI breaks down our door, you’re repainting it.”

      Alexis bit her lip. “So, since it’s our fault you’re unemployed, you think we should hire you? Just like that?”

      Zoey cleared her throat. “Yes, ma’am. I think I can bring something unique to your team and frankly, Agent Thompson, I’m not really hirable anywhere else. Normally, I’d dance around the topic, network, and slowly build to it, but I don’t have that luxury. I need a job.”

      “That’s surprising. Your résumé is very impressive.”

      “I’m glad you think so. But every time someone sees that I worked for Future State, I’m done as fast as they can type, ‘We regret to inform you.’”

      Alexis rubbed a spot between her eyebrows. Zoey was sharp and independent. She was a little more high-strung than Alexis and her coworkers at the Academy, but Alexis would be a little on the high-strung side too, if their situations were reversed. If Zoey was reaching out, she really had exhausted every other option. “I was impressed with you when we first met, and I don’t have any problem communicating that to potential employers if you need me as a reference.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” Zoey let out a long breath. “Better yet, if the FBI or someone you work with can get me past the initial screen long enough to explain myself, that would be huge. I need something on my résumé beyond a company that is currently the subject of a white-collar crime podcast.”

      Alexis looked down at Waffle. “With regards to your specific request, I’d love to bring you in to work with my team. Goodness knows I need the help, but I don’t have the budget at the moment.” Alexis looked longingly at her growing to-do list. It’d be another few months before the funding to replace Tasha’s handler would be approved.

      “How about an unpaid internship?”

      Alexis paused, the silence hanging in the air. “I wouldn’t feel right about not paying you.”

      “Then room and board. Can the FBI swing room and board?”

      “You’re serious?” Alexis scoffed. “That’s quite a discount.”

      “Completely. I can make the finances work. I’ll hop on a plane tomorrow, as long as I can list the job on my résumé. What do you need, an analyst? I can do just about anything in a spreadsheet.”

      Alexis grinned. Yes, this was exactly how she remembered Zoey. Waffle stirred and Alexis gave him a pat. “How do you feel about dogs?”
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      Less than a week after sending the email to Alexis, Zoey packed her most important items for the move to Indiana. She pushed her suitcase down with one hand, finally getting it zipped shut with a non-trivial amount of strength and willpower. Elise, for her part, was leaning against Zoey’s bedroom doorframe for what she claimed was moral support, but her moral support clearly came with a healthy dose of concern about her sister’s decision-making. Elise would keep Zoey’s furniture for now and Alexis promised her a furnished apartment when she arrived. It was a simple enough plan in theory, but Zoey still found it nearly impossible to comprehend the speed at which her life had changed once again. Apparently, the move had been made easier by several empty FBI-owned apartments near the dog training facility. With no more new employees scheduled to arrive anytime soon, she was free to stay. It was unconventional but necessary. If Zoey was ever going to get past the résumé gatekeepers, she was going to have to be flexible. She straightened her suitcase and clicked the handle into position. She patted her pocket to check for her cellphone and made sure her wallet was in her purse one last time.

      Elise followed Zoey into the hallway. “You’re sure you are okay with this? You really want to work for the institution that put you out of a job?”

      “That’s at least five times you’ve asked me now. I’m going to start keeping a formal tally.”

      “The first four times were to make sure you were okay with it. This one’s for me.”

      Zoey shrugged. “I mean, it wasn’t the FBI’s fault that Future State imploded. This a great option in the short term. I’ll get housing and help the agent who, for some incomprehensible reason, didn’t send my demanding email straight to the garbage can. If listing the FBI on my résumé doesn’t undo the damage from working for a crooked company, nothing will. I’ll have to change my name and go back to school for something different if it comes to that.”

      “I love you, and if it gets too crazy, you can come back here. I won’t charge you rent. And I will feed you.” Elise gave her a hug. “You have options, okay?”

      Zoey stayed in the hug for several seconds. While they hadn’t always been close, they’d lost their parents before either of them had graduated college and since then, they’d been inseparable. Shared tragedy had a way of doing that. “I will take advantage of you if it goes sideways, okay? But if being an assistant to the director of a K-9 program means I shovel dog poop for a little while, I’m good with that. The next few months will be a cakewalk compared to the past several. It’s not like anyone will be pointing a gun at me or anything.”

      Zoey hoisted her luggage, and her sister followed her to the waiting rideshare. Elise stood at the curb as Zoey loaded her things into the trunk, waving goodbye without fully smiling. Fortunately, it was late spring in Indiana and Zoey had been able to fit everything she needed in her suitcases. She’d be back home before she needed the thick winter gear she’d left hanging in the closet.

      A few hours later, Zoey’s flight touched down in Chicago and she deplaned without fanfare. The rental car information the FBI was supposed to provide hadn’t shown up in her email yet, but Alexis had mentioned the company on the phone, and she could check at the rental counter. She looked up from her phone to a woman waving. Was that Alexis? The woman she’d spotted had her brown hair up in a ponytail and she wore sporty clothing, much like many others at the airport. However, unlike the others, Alexis had a giant red Labrador by her side. Yes. That was definitely Alexis and her K-9 partner. Waffle was wearing a vest and standing, eyes and ears alert, watching the passengers carefully as they walked by. To her surprise, his tail began to wag when she started walking towards them. Alexis waved, reaching out to give her a hug when she got close enough. Zoey nearly cried at the warm welcome. After losing her parents, her mom from cancer and her father from a heart attack shortly after, Alexis’s concern felt borderline maternal. Or maybe Zoey was super overwhelmed by the idea that things finally might be taking a turn for the better and overinterpreting someone being polite. It was probably that. Emotions tickled her throat. When she pulled back, she noticed Waffle was sniffing her, tail still wagging. His vest said WORKING DOG DO NOT PET, but Waffle gave her a doggy grin, tongue hanging out one side of his mouth. “Can I pet him?”

      “One sec.” Alexis looked down. “Waffle, it’s okay.” Waffle wiggled in earnest and nudged his head under Zoey’s hand, explaining to Zoey that he needed extra attention, specifically extra attention from her, to make his day truly complete.

      “I remember you too.” Zoey squatted down to scratch him behind the ears, and he leaned into it, tail thumping against the floor. “We’re going to be great friends. I just know it.”

      Alexis smiled. “He has that effect on people. I was in the area for a meeting and figured we could welcome you properly if we took a little detour.” Before Zoey could thank her, Alexis gave Waffle a command and the dog promptly snapped back into duty mode. “Come on, let’s go get your things.”

      The two women walked towards the baggage claim, questions bubbling in Zoey’s mind. Waffle, for his part, sniffed the ground, suitcases, even the air. People stared at him curiously but didn’t approach, likely due to Alexis’s no-nonsense power walk and Waffle’s vest. When they reached the baggage carousel, a crowd from Zoey’s flight had gathered and soon, she found her luggage. She hefted them one by one off the carousel and Waffle gave each bag a sniff, tail wagging. Alexis gave her a bright smile. “Is that everything?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Everything small enough to check. My sister is keeping the rest of my stuff while I’m interning as a dog pooper scooper.” She gave Alexis a sheepish smile. “I mean, I assume. It’s all I’m qualified for in this industry. Not that I’m complaining. I’m grateful, truly. It beats being unemployed.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you.” Alexis gave her a sympathetic look. “I’d love to say your situation is unique. Unfortunately, in our business, there are usually a lot more victims than criminals.”

      “If I’m just one in a very large crowd, why did you answer my email so quickly?”

      “Very few reach out the way you did.” Alexis chuckled, then turned serious. “And honestly, it was a little selfish. When we first met, you reminded me of a really good friend of mine. She’s also an engineer. Without her know-how, we might have missed some pretty important things on a number of our investigations. Did you know the FBI hires engineers and scientists?”

      Zoey stared at Alexis incredulously. “No, but the FBI career website doesn’t exactly have a lot of openings right now.”

      “It won’t be that way forever, and management agreed that it’s in our best interest to keep you at the ready in case something opens up. You’d be surprised how often we need someone with your skill set.” Alexis turned to face her. “Unfortunately, my endorsement is no guarantee. So, if you have other full-time offers, I would recommend taking them. We may find it’s not a good fit. In the meantime, I’d be foolish to turn down an offer of discounted, highly-qualified help.”

      “Even if my email was a little sassy?”

      Alexis’s eyes twinkled. “If you can write that well when you’re angry, I’d like to see what you can do when you aren’t.” She tipped her head towards the exit. “Let’s get you to your new home.”

      An hour later, Zoey dragged her suitcases through the front door of her new apartment. Fancy, it was not. However, it was very clean and had all the necessities. With a couple of personal touches, it would work just fine for a few months. She’d used a little bit of precious suitcase space to pack some watercolor paint and a large pack of rough paper in her bag. She would find time to make it a little homier for the next few months. And she definitely wouldn’t be staying past a few months. Riverbend was a rounding error of population compared to the bustling city of Denver—it’d hardly be a fair fight to compare the two. Waffle put his nose in her palm, and she gave him another pet. He plopped on the floor next to her, his thick tail thwacking into her foot. “Thanks, Agent Thompson. I really appreciate this.”

      Alexis waved a hand. “Call me Alex. And truly, I’m the one benefitting from your help. I’m just glad you made the leap out here.” She gestured to Waffle, now fully leaning into Zoey for maximum attention and chin scratches. “You meant it when you said you liked dogs.”

      “I mean, I would hope so, since I just volunteered to work with them for a few months. But yes, I love dogs. I had them when I was a kid. I wanted to get one of my own, but our apartment doesn’t allow dogs.” Waffle looked up at her adoringly and she smiled at the giant dog. “You are a very good pup.”

      Alexis nodded but looked a little distant. “While you’re primarily going to be working with the dogs, we may pull you into other projects while you’re here. If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” Zoey put her hands on her hips. “If you’re on the fence about giving me something you think is too much and not giving me anything at all, lean towards overwhelming me. I don’t want to sit around and think. I’ve been doing that for months.”

      “Deal.” Alexis smiled her approval. “You’ll have to sign some paperwork and jump through some hoops when you arrive tomorrow. It’s a nontrivial pain in the backside.”

      Zoey lifted an eyebrow. “It’ll take more than that to scare me.”

      “Perfect.” Alexis reached down to give Waffle a pat. “Rest up and we’ll both see you, not scared, in the morning.”
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      When Zoey’s phone alarm started playing her favorite song, she nearly leapt out of bed, letting the song finish so she could dance sleepily around her room before turning it off. Waking up with any energy was a welcome change from snoozing several times, forcing herself to put on clothes that weren’t pajamas, twisting her hair up into the same tight twist she wore every day when she had a job, and walking like a zombie to the coffee pot with the hope that a warm cup of coffee would give her a jolt of energy or inspiration. While “barely-compensated FBI employee” wasn’t exactly on her list of dream jobs a few years ago, today it felt like she had won the lottery. Alexis was even giving her a fancy title. Zoey was going to be an Animal Behavior Specialist. It likely meant she’d be holding a clipboard and watching the trained agents handle the dogs, but that was fine. She could use a vacation surrounded by cute animals and coworkers who had been thoroughly vetted by the FBI. Zoey dug through her suitcase for a professional pair of trousers and a blouse with loose sleeves. They looked nice without interfering with her work in the lab, keeping her hands free to do manual labor as needed. Surely, they would do for dog training. She slipped on her closed-toed flats and twisted her hair up, then looked in the mirror and nodded at herself. It’d been a while since she’d worn her professional getup, but it all came back more easily than she had expected.

      The two-lane road from her apartment to the facility in Riverbend was a far cry from the busy highways of Denver, but the K-9 training facility still had the standard signage she would expect of a government complex, even when jutting out of farm fields in rural Indiana. She smiled when she got close enough to the Riverbend K-9 Academy sign to make out the details of the image. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was Waffle’s profile. The lettering and image were in standard government colors, but Alexis had managed to leave her touch on it all the same.

      Zoey followed the arrow on the sign towards the facility and tried to picture what it might look like. She thought the road would turn away from what looked like an airport, but instead, it led her directly to it. However, before she could get a closer look at the hangar, she was stopped by an industrial-looking guard shack with armed guards. It didn’t exactly fit the mental picture she’d built of a facility filled with puppies. She slowed to a stop and got a closer look at the barriers and one-way tire spike strips. Her stomach did a little flip. With more confidence than she felt, Zoey showed her identification when it was requested and tried not to openly stare at the guard’s weapons, forcing her eyes back up to the serious face of the person looking back and forth between her face and her ID. After half a minute of nervous waiting, Zoey got their matter-of-fact approval and her ID back.

      The gate rose and she drove towards the parking lot, sneaking glances at the guards in her rearview mirror as she parked the old, but functional, car Alexis had procured for her in a visitor’s space. People she presumed were FBI agents walked by briskly, many with dogs in tow, and scanned their badges at a designated employee entrance. A sign directed visitors to another, less busy entrance. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, both hands still on the steering wheel. She exited the car and looked hopefully for Alexis, but the only other person walking in from the parking lot at that moment was a man in jeans, sneakers, and a navy FBI t-shirt with a black Labrador retriever at his heels. The dog had a glossy black coat almost the exact same color as the man’s neatly trimmed hair. Both the man and the dog were lean and athletic, and she almost laughed at the similarities. If she knew him, she might crack a joke about how dogs and their owners looked alike. His demeanor suggested confidence and experience, but he didn’t look more than a few years older than she was.

      Once he noticed her, the man gave the dog a command, and the dog sat, looking at its handler. The man pushed his sunglasses up on his head. His hazel eyes were warm and immediately softened his intimidating appearance. “Hey, there. You look lost. Can I help?”

      Zoey gestured to the entrance. “It’s my first day. I’m Zoey Butler, coming in to do some work for Alexis Thompson?”

      “Ah, lucky you. She’s the best.” He reached out a hand. “I’m Liam Graham. I’m an instructor here. This is my partner, Tank.”

      Zoey smiled. “Nice to meet you, Liam. And Tank.” Tank swished his tail along the ground but stayed seated.

      “You’ll want to go in through the visitors’ entrance. We’ll see you in a few hours. Welcome to Riverbend.” Liam smiled back, the intelligent twinkle in his eyes making Zoey feel instantly welcome.

      Zoey walked in the visitors’ entrance while Liam and Tank took the employee entrance. Zoey gave her information to another serious-looking person and was directed to a small area of chairs placed in neat rows of four. They were all matching, olive green chairs that must have been placed in the building by a time traveler from the 1980s. The building itself was open and airy with high wood ceilings, an odd contrast to the out-of-date furniture. After what felt like an hour, she rubbed her temples and resisted the temptation to check her phone. A “No Cell Phones” sign hung in the room, and she wasn’t about to lose this job because she couldn’t sit still for fifteen minutes without a distraction. She looked down at her watch. Okay, it had been thirty minutes. Apparently, when Liam said he’d see her in a few hours, he hadn’t been kidding. Finally, a door opened, and a woman holding a clipboard looked at her. She was short, with curly red hair and a no-nonsense disposition. “Zoey Butler?”

      Zoey stood. “That’s me.”

      The woman gave Zoey a formal smile. Unlike Liam, the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Welcome. Come with me, Zoey.”

      Zoey followed the woman into a windowless conference room with two chairs, a single table, and several pieces of what looked like measurement equipment. Time travelers had designed the lobby, but someone from a cop show had obviously designed the conference room. Before she could ask what was going on, the petite woman starting fitting her with equipment. “Good morning, Zoey. I’m going to ask you some questions and would like for you to answer them honestly. We’ll ask you to put this device on your wrist and this small band here on your head. You are being recorded by a number of cameras. If you are unwilling to answer these questions, that is fine. You are free to leave at any time. However, you will not be able to work at this facility if you are unable to complete the interview. I’ll need you to sign this consent form if you agree. Read it carefully, and then let me know.”

      Zoey swallowed hard. Okay. This was okay. She was not hiding anything. However, this was far more interrogation than she’d expected for a job she thought she already had. She looked down at the form and read it carefully. As she’d learned the hard way, one could never be too careful about what they were signing. After several paragraphs of dense legal language, she reached the bottom of the form. It was intimidating, but she could agree to the terms. At least theoretically. When she hesitated, the words we regret to inform you echoed in her head. She signed it quickly before she could change her mind. Looking around the room, she spotted only one camera, which was less than comforting, considering the woman conducting the test had been clear there were more. Well, Zoey didn’t plan to lie. She resigned herself to whatever the interview would bring. This wasn’t her first uncomfortable conversation with the FBI. She straightened her back. “Ready when you are.”

      The woman looked down at the list of questions. “Please state your name and current residence.”

      “Zoey Butler, an FBI apartment down the street from here. The number is 7B but I don’t remember the street name. I’d have to get the address off of my phone. I can tell you what it looks like.”

      The corner of the woman’s mouth raised. Zoey realized the woman had never introduced herself. “Thank you. And you used to work at Future State Energy?”

      The feeling of relief that she wasn’t going to hear “we regret to inform you” began to slowly slip away, replaced by feeling like a criminal just trying to find honest work. Her palms began to sweat. Was this some sort of elaborate ruse to get her in FBI custody? “Yes. But I didn’t—”

      “Just yes or no is fine, Miss Butler. Were you aware of the illegal activities taking place at Future State Energy?”

      Zoey pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. “Not until about two seconds before the FBI showed up.”

      “Okay. Are you currently in contact with anyone who was convicted of a crime related to their work at Future State Energy?”

      Zoey’s heart pounded just thinking about the people she believed were her friends. No, she hadn’t talked to anyone, since she didn’t know who had been lying to her. Even though she desperately wanted answers she would never get. “No. I do occasionally get recruitment emails from HR, but I ignore them.”

      “Okay. I have just a few more questions.”

      After another half an hour, the woman with the clipboard finally finished and gave her a gentle smile as she removed the equipment. “Thank you for your cooperation. I know that must have been difficult.”

      Zoey did her best to lift her energy above the level of a wrung-out dishrag. “It was no trouble.”

      The woman lifted an eyebrow.

      “Okay, it was a pain, but you probably already knew that from measuring eighty-three different body parameters. You really didn’t have to wire me up for me to give you a straight answer, though.”

      “I kind of suspected that from what Alexis has told me about you.” The woman gave her a knowing look. Then she glanced away and gave a little shrug. “…And because I was behind the scenes of the Future State case. But we have to do our due diligence. We don’t let just anyone in here. I’m Scarlett Moretti, by the way.”

      “Scarlett, it’s nice to meet you.” Zoey breathed a sigh of relief. “What’s next?”

      “A lot more paperwork. We’ll get through it, and then I’ll take you to Alexis.” Scarlett gave her a sympathetic smile.

      Another half an hour later and one form past a wrist cramp, Scarlett collected the paperwork and placed it in a folder. Zoey looked up at the sound of a knock and the clicking of claws against the hard floor. Alexis and Waffle stood at the door of the room, Waffle wagging his tail. Zoey shook out her wrist, trying to hide the signs of fatigue with a forced smile. “Did I pass?”

      “Yes.” Alexis crinkled her nose. “Sorry I couldn’t be here to help walk you through it. Rules are rules. But I left you in good hands. Scarlett’s the best.”

      Zoey stood up and walked over to Alexis. And the door. “It was no problem.” Waffle nudged his head in Zoey’s hand, and she gave him a quick pat.

      Alexis looked over at Scarlett. “Thanks, Scar. You’re a hero.”

      “Yep. I totally am.” Scarlett shot her a cheeky grin. “Now, to pay me back, you’ll have to let me know how everything goes.” She looked over at Zoey. “It’s not every day we bring a witness into the fold. It almost always gets interesting when we do.”

      Before Zoey could ask what Scarlett meant, Alexis and Waffle started leading her down a wide hallway. Zoey lagged behind, looking at the pictures on the wall as they walked. Old black and white photos of the facility showed small, regional aircraft parked on the pavement outside. “Okay, so this place doesn’t just look like an old aircraft hangar…” She pointed at the framed photos.

      Alexis turned around for a brief moment, her eyes twinkling. “Isn’t it great? Huge amounts of space, and the city practically gave it away in exchange for us bringing the buildings back up to date. I mean, the roof leaks a little when we get a bad rain…”

      “Well, when it’s dry, it’s very charming.”

      Alexis gestured to the ceiling. “It’s the wood beams. We kept them wherever we could.” She pointed at a closed door with a knowing look. “And I have a stash of buckets in the closet until we can finally get someone to figure out how to stop water from getting in.” They reached the end of the hallway and Alexis scanned her badge. It beeped and the door lock flashed a green light. “Ready for your first day?”

      Zoey snorted. “I hope so. After this morning, I might even be grateful the FBI has determined I’m not too much of a national security threat to shovel dog poop.”

      Alexis chuckled. “Good. In this business, there is a fair amount of that.” Alexis pushed open the heavy metal door and Zoey followed into whatever lay ahead.

      

      The fresh air of the yard and sight of enthusiastic dogs and their trainers was the perfect antidote to Zoey’s morning of uncomfortable questions in a small, windowless room. The green space was bigger than she’d realized when she parked that morning, but the misleading appearance was likely a deliberate choice. There was no visibility to surrounding roads here, not even to the parking lot. Large berms led to a high privacy fence with a line of wire running along the top of it. The area held an agility course, several smaller buildings, cars, and even a small mock industrial park area. It wasn’t unlike what Zoey imagined a Hollywood film set might look like.

      Alexis walked her through the nearest yard where a group was starting to gather. She greeted each handler and their dog by name, waiting for the dogs to sit quietly and for their handlers to give the okay before petting them. Zoey followed behind, her mood rallying with each introduction.

      After her brief tour, Alexis pulled her tote bag off her shoulder. It was a canvas tote that read “Bark if you love dogs” in a playful script. “I almost forgot. I brought some books you’ll want to read as you have time. Our work is a little different than what you’re used to, but the scientific method still applies.”

      Zoey hefted the bag. It was surprisingly heavy. She peeked inside. It was a mixture of textbooks, training manuals, and even a memoir of a former dog handler. “I’ll work on this. It might take me a while.”

      “That’s just fine. What you’ll need to know for today is that we exclusively train using positive reinforcement. It’s the most effective method for training our canine partners. We refer to the dogs here at Riverbend as single-purpose dogs, since they exclusively work in detection. However, we train them to sniff out explosives, drugs, people, accelerants, you name it. Some dogs need to focus on one type of smell, other dogs can handle more than one. We use toys and food as rewards, but generally, the dogs find their work to be like play.”

      Zoey looked around the area and saw Alexis’s advice playing out in real time. The yard was buzzing with activity and there were plenty of wagging tails to be found. “Wow. Do all dogs love the work this much?”

      Alexis tilted her hand back and forth. “The ones you see here, yes. We try to be careful to select dogs and handlers who will love the work. Still, even dogs that are bred from working parents and have the best teachers sometimes need to be re-careered. Not all of them are going to think their job is fun and making them do a job they hate isn’t good for anyone. The good news is that most of our recruits love working.”

      “Like Waffle?” At his name, Waffle’s tail began to thump against the ground. He scooped his tennis ball off the ground, gave it a couple of quick squeaks, then nosed it into Zoey’s hand. Zoey gave it a short toss and he pounced on it, squeaking it a few extra times for good measure.

      “Precisely.” Waffle dropped the tennis ball in Alexis’s hand and instead of throwing it, she put one hand on her hip. “Okay. We could talk all day, but I think it’d be better to show you. So, we’ll start with observing. Since we just got some new folks in a couple of weeks ago, it’s going to be a little chaotic. They’re starting on basic skills, working the leash, and agility. Most of the dogs are just under a year old and they’re more easily distracted, but they’re also enthusiastic and interested in the training. Pay attention to the tone of voice the trainers are using. The dogs will look to their handlers for encouragement, as Waffle just demonstrated.”

      Half an hour later, Zoey still had her pen hovering over her notebook, unable to fully explain the organized chaos around her. Liam, the instructor she’d met in the parking lot, walked around the area with Tank close behind, issuing small corrections, while Tank gave the canine trainees a sniff or gamely tolerated their antics, nudging them away when one of the younger dogs started to get a little too excited to play with their new big friend.

      While watching Liam and Tank, Zoey startled at a pressure on her leg. She looked down and saw Waffle, his leash loose as Alexis talked with a pair of trainees close by. She leaned down to pet the big red Lab, who looked up at her to reveal two tennis balls wedged in his mouth. She laughed, and Liam walked up with Tank in tow. “Hey, it’s our newest recruit. You must have passed your polygraph. And made friends with Waffle already, I see.”

      “Waffle and I are old friends.” Zoey wiped her hands on her pants, then brushed the pants a few times to get the reddish-brown sprinkling of fur off her black trousers. “And while I don’t know for sure, I am pretty sure I passed the polygraph. They were a little cagy about saying that outright, so if it’s a trap and you’re here to snap the handcuffs on, I demand to give Tank a pet first.”

      Tank looked up at Liam, tongue hanging out one side of his mouth. While Tank was a Lab like Waffle, his coat was shiny and black, and he was a little smaller and leaner than Alexis’s partner. “I think Tank would agree to that.”

      Alexis turned to face them and waved a hand towards Zoey. “Special Agent Liam Graham, this is Zoey Butler. The new employee I told you about?”

      The smile fell from Liam’s face. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were coming today. I shouldn’t joke with you about your polygraph.”

      “Oh no.” Zoey waved her hand as if swatting away his sympathy. “Don’t treat me with kid gloves. Anything but that. You can ask me uncomfortable questions or even give me crap because I’m the new kid, but please, do not go easy on me.”

      Liam scratched his chin. “To be clear, a challenge would be helpful?”

      Alexis’s voice sounded a warning. “Agent Graham…”

      Zoey observed a silent standoff between the two. Alexis sighed. “Give it a little time, okay?” Alexis directed her attention to Zoey. “You’re new, we’re not going to give you new assignments on your first day.”

      Zoey studied the two agents, trying to deduce what they were trying to spare her from. Before she could get any clues, Alexis turned on a heel and brought Waffle to the front of the class for a demonstration. Zoey watched the agents handling the dogs, getting ready to make a note when the dogs (and agents) started to fidget. No sooner did she start to put pencil to paper than Alexis dismissed the class for a break.

      When they returned after the break, Alexis asked the agents to start implementing what they’d learned and walked around to the teams, giving encouragement and correction when necessary. A German shepherd puppy was eagerly searching, and from the reaction of his trainer, seemed to be doing exceptionally well. Once he found his target, his handler gave him praise and a toy. Alexis waved Zoey over. “Zoey, this is Garth.”

      Zoey scratched the dog behind his ears once his handler gave a nod of permission. “Hi, Garth.”

      Alexis cleared her throat. “I should say, this is Agent Garth Washington. His dog’s name is Wayne.”

      “Oops, sorry, Agent Washington.” Zoey winced. “Oh, I get it. Wayne and Garth. Excellent.” She leaned down. “Hi, Wayne.” Wayne stood and wiggled by way of reply, then sat at Garth’s gentle correction. He was rewarded with a piece of food, which he tried to snag out of the air, but it bounced off his nose. He scampered after it, then ran back to Garth to get back into his sit as if nothing had happened.

      “Wayne is going to try to find a scent container in the mock industrial park while Agent Washington helps direct him. I would like for you to come along and distract him. We don’t need you to turn cartwheels or anything, just walk around the area while Wayne is trying to work, maybe stand in his path, ask if you can pet the dog.”

      With Agent Washington’s approval, Zoey threw a tennis ball for him to chase a few times. Soon, they were best buds, and Wayne kept looking over at her as he worked. Every time he ignored Zoey, he’d get a piece of dog food. Much more slowly than Waffle, he worked his way around the area, sometimes getting stuck on an interesting smell that wasn’t the one Garth wanted him to target. When he finally reached his target, Garth gave him a red rubber reward toy and Zoey whooped. Alexis gave her a thumbs up. After that, Zoey became the designated distraction for the rest of the class.

      Zoey took notes on their strategies, but quickly noticed the common thread among Alexis’s human recruits—they possessed seemingly endless amounts of patience and were good at celebrating the smallest victory. She also noticed with a small smile that the positive reinforcement extended to the agents high-fiving each other and taking time to notice a job well done. She even received a few compliments for her work, even though her job only required her to stand in the way. Despite everything she’d been through, including the uncomfortable pseudo-interrogation just that morning, she found it impossible to keep a sour mood. Before she could think too hard about how much she appreciated being treated like the dogs, the day was over.

      Zoey lingered behind at first, but Alexis and Liam were deep in conversation. Satisfied that she was no longer needed and feeling a healthy dose of awkward-new-kid feelings, she put away her clipboard and drove away from the airport turned dog training facility with her bag of reading material in the passenger’s seat. She was surprisingly tired, but it came with a peace she hadn’t felt in ages. Finally, she wasn’t in a workplace dealing with an active criminal investigation. That was a pleasant change of pace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoey leaned into the aging, laminate kitchen countertop in her FBI-issued apartment, resting her palms on the rounded edge to stretch her calves. The coffee pot beeped, but she stayed in position for a moment before surrendering to her need for a morning boost. She’d gained a blister on her foot from wearing even her flattest dress shoes, and a check of her smartwatch before collapsing into bed confirmed that she’d walked about four times her normal amount. Well, more exercise would be a nice side benefit of her new gig. She’d have to wear sneakers to really appreciate it, but that was an easy enough change. It hadn’t taken long for her to realize she was the only one dressed up in the training yard. She folded herself in half and reached for her toes, groaning with relief and spotting her more sensible tennis shoes by the door. Zoey straightened at the sound of her phone buzzing. She reached for it and saw a text from Alexis. Her stomach dropped at the preview text. She swiped to see the rest of the update. My team has some questions about your old company while you’re with us. Scarlett and I planned to ease you into it to see if you were comfortable consulting, but I’ve been getting contacted by HQ. Let’s chat when you get in or call me if you want to talk about it.

      Zoey’s stomach sank. She closed her eyes and waited for the desire to get on a plane and fly back home to Colorado to pass. She’d left to get away from the fallout of the F-word. Why did she think coming to work for the FBI was a good idea again? Ah yes. Her new semi-paid internship had provided a car, a weekly stipend for groceries, and as a very unexpected and lucrative bonus, Alexis had secured her health insurance for the duration of her time with the FBI. Of course, there had to be a catch. She sighed. It was okay. If it crossed her personal lines, she’d walk. She could do that. Elise had her back.

      Zoey refilled her mug of coffee more aggressively than she’d intended, then she leaned over to sip some off the top so it wouldn’t spill on the counter. She closed her eyes, savoring the taste. Really, revisiting the uncomfortable memories might even be an investment in reducing her future stress, saving her from more questions down the line. It wasn’t like she hadn’t helped the FBI once already. This time, she’d at least get something in exchange besides a torpedoed career. She’d been frugal with her savings and this semi-paid opportunity would stretch her emergency fund long enough for her to reinvent herself. Someday, it might even be fodder for the classic “tell me about a difficult situation” question almost guaranteed to come up in an interview. She finished stretching, changed into jeans and a t-shirt, and braced herself for Alexis’s questions.

      

      When Zoey arrived at the training facility, she entered the building through the employee entrance. The employee badge hanging around her neck felt like an itchy sweater. At any moment, someone was going to realize that she didn’t belong. No. That was classic imposter syndrome talking and she wasn’t going there today. Zoey straightened her back and placed her badge on the reader. It beeped its approval, but her pulse traitorously thundered in her ears. Her adrenaline was pumping into her muscles, urging her body to flee. On foot, if necessary. She pushed away the feeling and placed her purse on a conveyor belt to go through a security screen. Once it reached the other side, she fumbled her phone when trying to pull it out of her bag. Zoey leaned down to pick up her phone and found herself nose to nose with Tank. He wasn’t wearing his “working dog” vest, so she grinned and gave him a quick scratch under the chin. “Hey, buddy.” Tank leaned against her face with his nose and thwacked his tail into a table leg by way of greeting.

      She straightened to greet Liam, tapping her phone in her palm. “Morning, Agent Graham. Sorry, I had to say hi to Tank first.”

      “Just Liam is fine.” He shrugged. “And I can’t blame you. Tank is easy to like. He’s not working, so pet him as long as you like.” He made eye contact and she, once again, noticed the intelligence behind them. There was also a hint of concern. Her breath caught a little, and a feeling strong enough to overwhelm her stress made itself known. Oh no. She did not need this right now. For all she knew, Agent Charming was taken. The dog. The dog was charming. Not the agent. The not-charming agent could be taken. Not that it mattered to her. She had questions to answer. She froze. Liam could be the one with questions. The inconvenient feeling evaporated, replaced entirely with suspicion.

      Zoey eyed Liam. “Alexis said the FBI might have some questions for me about Future State. You know anything about that?”

      “Yeah.” Liam jerked his head towards the conference rooms. “A couple of folks from the Chicago office wanted to ask you some follow-up questions. Want to hang out with me and Tank until they’re ready to bring you in?”

      Zoey winced. “Do you have to say it like that? Bring me in?” She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Not your fault. Bad memories.”

      Liam took a step closer, and Tank pushed his head into her palm. “I’m sorry. You just seem so confident—I shouldn’t assume you’re alright. Are you okay?”

      “Oh yeah. Water under the bridge.” Zoey gave Tank a quick pet and shook out her shoulders. “It just took me by surprise, that’s all.”

      Liam studied her. “Do you normally mind surprises?”

      Zoey plucked her purse off the conveyor belt and hefted it on her shoulder. “Depends on what kind of surprise it is. I mean, a cupcake is great. I love a surprise cup of coffee. Both at the same time? Amazing. Potentially getting investigated for the second time in exchange for accepting a new job…not my favorite at all. I’m feeling a little like I walked into a trap. And honestly, I don’t have any emotional bandwidth to defend myself right now.”

      Liam grinned. “How about a bribe?”

      “Is this some kind of test?” Zoey pinched the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t do it, you know. I was working in the part of the business meant to look legitimate, and no one bothered to tell me that the company was breaking the law. Had they, I would have run fast and far away from them. What’s a girl got to do to shake that? I’ve cooperated with the FBI—” Liam raised his index finger and she waved it away. “—I’m not finished—moved halfway across the country, and have offered to scoop as much dog poop as it takes to repair the totally undeserved hit to my reputation.” Tank nudged his nose into her hand, and she looked down. Obviously, he could tell she was agitated. And she had every right to be.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Zoey saw a puff of a dog about half Tank’s size coming towards them at a dead sprint. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the dog was whooping with glee and smiling as it scampered down the hallway. She crouched down to greet the dog on instinct, and the dog ran straight into her. She fell over laughing, and the dog wiggled, waving its fluffy tail in the air and sneaking a lick on her nose.

      Liam looked over the fluffball at Zoey. He picked up the loose end of the newcomer’s leash. The dog sat perfectly, as if she hadn’t just bolted down the hallway at warp speed. “Sorry, Zoey. Bribe was a figure of speech. This is Tasha. Tasha, this is my new buddy, Zoey.”

      Heat flooded Zoey’s cheeks and she rose, brushing dust off her pants. She reached down to pet Tasha from an upright position. The medium-sized dog kept sneaking glances at the black lab sitting at Liam’s side. She was a mix of colors but mostly white with a sprinkling of tan and black spots around her eyebrows, giving her what would be a serious expression if her mouth wasn’t open in a doggy smile. If Zoey didn’t know better, she’d think the dog was more than a little bit mischievous. “Well, hello, Miss Tasha. That was quite the greeting.”

      Alexis jogged over with Waffle in tow. “Sorry about that. I was juggling treats, two leashes, and we had an unexpected bump in the hallway with one of the new puppies. When Tasha spotted you, she was off like a shot.” She looked down at Tasha. “We’re still working on our focus, aren’t we?” She put her hands on her hips, but one hand held a stuffed toy in the shape of a cow that had one ear chewed off. Tasha swished her tail. “If you promise you’ll be good, you can have your cow back.” Tasha lay on the floor and looked up at Alexis, her brown eyes projecting a silent promise to never run off to greet people ever again unless it was really, truly worth it. Alexis threw her the cow with a chuckle, and Tasha snagged it out of the air and began to chew on it.

      Liam smiled the easy smile that had probably sent Tasha in a beeline his direction. “So, you agree, then?”

      Alexis looked Zoey up and down. “After yesterday, no question.” Tasha, for her part, loudly squeaked her well-loved cow.

      “Wait, what does yesterday have to do with Tasha? And me?” Zoey eyed them both. Tasha stopped squeaking the toy at the sound of her name, looking up and swishing her luxuriously fluffy tail against the ground.

      Alexis clapped a hand on Zoey’s back. “I knew I liked you. Smart and observant.”

      “Okay, all this flattery is upgrading my concern to suspicion.” Zoey squatted to scratch Tasha behind one ear and was rewarded with another tiny lick to her hand. Tasha got up to sniff Zoey’s pants more thoroughly, then moved onto her shoes, all without dropping the cow from her mouth.

      Alexis pulled a treat from her bag and got Tasha into a perfect, focused sit. The cow tumbled from her mouth. Tasha’s back legs quivered a little with the effort, but she earned her reward, catching it easily as it flew through the air. “Tasha was assigned to a trainer who is no longer able to work with us. It’s left us with an extra puppy and no agent to help.” Alexis exchanged a look with Liam. “Full disclosure, Tasha and her trainer didn’t connect.”

      Zoey narrowed her eyes. “Didn’t connect?”

      Liam cleared his throat. “We had a dirty agent. He was working with a drug runner and was removed from the program before he ever really got started.” Liam looked at Tasha with pride. “Tasha never quite clicked with him, did you, girl? And he flunked Scarlett’s test.”

      “What a smart girl!” Zoey smiled at Tasha, whose pointy white ears perked up at the praise.

      Alexis nodded. “Exactly. So, since we’re an agent short, we don’t have room for her in the program. She has potential. She came in through a dog rescue and I don’t want to send her back. It’s just that I lost the funding when I lost the agent.”

      “I just got here. I don’t know if I’m qualified for that. I mean, what happens if I say no?”

      Alexis studied Zoey. “Are you really going to say no to the dog everyone else gave up on? All she needs is a second chance. And we’ll help you out.”

      Tasha looked up at Zoey as if waiting for her fate, her cow forgotten. Zoey’s face flushed. We regret to inform you…She ran a hand over the soft fur on Tasha’s head and was rewarded with another tail swish. “What kind of dog is she?”

      Alexis shrugged. “Some Samoyed, maybe a little border collie? Her tail doesn’t curve over her back like a Samoyed’s would, so she’s definitely a mix. It’s hard to say, honestly. She sheds like it’s her job, but she’s energetic and curious. A real go-getter.”

      “You can tell if a dog is a go-getter?” Zoey eyed Alexis.

      “You bet. And, trust me, you want the ones with a big personality and energy for this job.” Waffle’s tail began to thump against the ground.

      Zoey rubbed the back of her neck. “And what would this involve?”

      Alexis pulled a tennis ball out of a pouch on her waist. Waffle gently took it out of her hand and lay on the ground to start squeaking it. Tasha watched with interest for a moment before pouncing on Waffle’s head. There was a brief scuffle while Alexis coaxed Tasha back into a sit and rewarded her with a ball of her own. She squeaked it twice, dropped it on the floor, then scampered after it when it rolled away. Waffle resumed squeaking his own toy with one eye on the ornery fluffball. “Well, if you agree, we’ll train you for a few days. Then, you can bring her back home with you. You’ll be with her twenty-four seven and train with the agents already in the program. It’s not easy work. She’ll need walked, played with, let out, and trained when you are tired, sick, or it’s inconvenient. And you’ll have to spend more time here than most. We don’t normally throw dogs at untrained people. I just want Tasha to have a chance.”

      Zoey sighed. Sometimes, you just had to jump in. “Okay. I’ll take Miss Mischievous High Potential home. I can’t say no to that face. You must be really desperate.”

      Liam smiled. “Or you gave us the chance to take on one more dog. Every dog we train is another nose out there looking for trouble. You’ll have to work closely with Alexis and me. That okay?”

      Before Zoey could answer, Scarlett popped her head into the hallway from one of the conference rooms. Just the sight of Scarlett sent Zoey’s heart thundering, suddenly remembering that before she was tackled by the bulldozer of fluff, Alexis had some questions about Future State. “Alex, you ready?”

      “Yep. Let me get Tasha’s crate and then we’ll all join you. She’s not quite ready to lay down and be still around the other dogs yet. We’re still practicing. Liam, why don’t you come in with us? I’d like your thoughts.”

      Soon, Tank and Waffle were settled on the floor of the conference room while Tasha sat in her crate, paws crossed and ears perked, as if listening to the humans carefully. The humans sat in chairs and Scarlett delivered a folder to each of them. Zoey eyed Scarlett and Liam shifted in his seat. Well, at least he probably wasn’t in on it, if the TED Talk she saw on body language was telling the truth. With all the secrets around here, she might have to spring for the author’s book.

      Zoey swallowed. “Am I in trouble?”

      Alexis shook her head. “The opposite, actually. I’m wondering if you’d be willing to help with a slightly different job than the one you had planned.”

      Zoey’s face fell. “I don’t get to work with the dogs? That doesn’t make any sense. What about Tasha?” Tasha lowered her head to rest it on her stuffed cow, ears still alert.

      Alexis held up a staying hand. “No, we’d still like you to do that. We’re just looking for your insight. If things don’t quiet down, we’d like to have you connect with Scarlett’s team every week or so.”

      “I honestly don’t know what more I can tell you at this point.” Scarlett gestured at the folder and Zoey opened it. A summary of potential threats included familiar names. People she used to consider friends. She closed the folder. “I’m sorry, I don’t feel right about helping you chase down people you’ve already cleared. For obvious reasons.”

      “I understand that. Let me explain, and you can still back out if you don’t agree, okay?”

      Zoey crossed her arms. “Okay.”

      Scarlett looked at Alexis. “We haven’t officially closed the Future State case.”

      Zoey’s eyebrows shot up.

      “They’re involved in a major government contract to build energy storage facilities throughout the country. We assumed there wasn’t anything else to find, but last week, someone anonymously called their ethics hotline, worried that the research lab was doing some unauthorized work with flammable electrolytes. Our team has sniffed around the edges, but we’ve found no evidence. There are a few folks that were always pretty high on our suspect list that we had initially crossed off. We’re revisiting that. If you aren’t worried about them, that’s still valuable information.”

      Zoey ran a hand through her hair. “Okay.” She opened the folder and pointed to a picture of Kendra Pappas, a marketing employee with a big personality and drive to spare. Zoey sighed. “What did Kendra do?”

      Scarlett tapped her manila folder. “She’s just very well connected to those who committed the crime.”

      Zoey snorted. “Kendra is well connected to everyone. She’s in marketing and knows everyone and everything worth knowing.” Zoey pictured Kendra in her mind’s eye, whipping out her business card at the end of any interaction with someone new. After one conversation with a new acquaintance, Kendra knew enough to guess at least three of their security questions on any given website. “Kendra can get anyone talking. Although, come to think of it, I don’t know much about her personally.”

      Scarlett wrote something down. “What about your old boss, the director of the research lab? Marco Ortiz has been responsible for development and testing. Lately, he’s been working on the government project.”

      “No. I’m sorry. Marco is literally the best person in the labs. He was as clueless as I was.” Zoey pushed the paper away. She directed her eyes to the ceiling. “Look, I get why he’d be on your radar. He’s gruff and a little cynical, and sure, he gets in arguments with management sometimes, but he’s the first person to offer help if you’re in trouble. He’s just a little too blunt. There was one time in the research lab, a manager came in and started trying to operate equipment without reading an instruction manual, and he was so mad—” Zoey looked up at Scarlett taking notes and stopped short, giving her a warning look. “That does NOT implicate him in some kind of crime. You know what, then he forgave them, and it was all okay. They even hugged. They’re besties now.”

      “And Lynn Sosa? The new CEO? What have you heard about her?” Scarlett looked up from scribbling notes.

      Zoey frowned. “I don’t know. She came after the raid, and I’d never heard of her before. Apparently, she came through the lab during her interview, but I didn’t see her. We overlapped a bit, but she was busy cleaning up Ophelia’s mess and making sure the old CEO didn’t walk out the door and take all of his knowledge with him. And honestly, I was distracted with my own problems then.”

      “What do your old friends from Future State say about her?” Scarlett tapped her pen against her open notebook.

      “I don’t really talk to them anymore. I…I didn’t know who I could trust. Which is fine. It’s absolutely fine.” Zoey cleared her throat. “Lynn replaced the old CEO, JJ Harris. He was demoted after not realizing what was going on right under his nose. I mean, he was upset and trying to find someone to blame, but he got over it. Rumor had it, he was telling people he didn’t really mind getting back to the nuts and bolts of the business. I mean, it’s great he even wanted to stay on. And I understand not wanting to be in charge. I don’t have any desire to run a company either.” Zoey looked up at the three FBI agents listening attentively. She flipped the paper in the folder over, but there was nothing on the back or behind it. “Is that all?”

      Alexis nodded. “For now. With any luck, the ethics hotline thing was a one-off, but if we need more help to wrap it up, we may ask you, if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah. Honestly, I was worried something else awful had happened.”

      Scarlett gave her a gentle smile. “Worrying about Future State is Alexis’s and my job. If I know who I’m dealing with, it’s easier to get them to work with me. I’ll add this to my notes, but I’m glad to hear you don’t think this crew is trouble right off the bat.” Scarlett flipped her notebook closed.

      Zoey looked between Alexis and Scarlett. “Well, that was fairly painless. You know, it’s almost scarier that you two are so nice. You don’t notice right away that you are both women you don’t want to mess with.”

      They both laughed and Liam winked at her. “See, we knew you’d fit right in here. Ready to get back to the job you actually signed up for?” Zoey stood, grateful to close the door on Future State. That hadn’t been so bad after all. The ethics hotline was working as intended, and it didn’t require her involvement. To be out of the loop of responsibility at Future State was a relief in and of itself. She opened the door to Tasha’s crate to let her out and clicked a leash onto her collar. Tasha rushed to her place at Zoey’s side, stuffed cow forgotten.

      With her heart rate finally slowing back down to normal, Zoey led Tasha to the training yard. Tasha trotted faithfully next to her, not even tugging on the leash until Tank began to speed up, then Tasha nearly broke into a run to match his speed. Zoey chuckled and sped up her walk to keep up with the excited dog, her arm fully outstretched to keep Tasha from breaking loose. Tasha would need to learn how to take her cues, but for now, she didn’t want to dampen the dog’s enthusiasm.

      Once they reached the yard, Alexis gave Zoey a small canvas bag with a regal-looking German shepherd on the front, which she clipped around her waist. Tasha sat immediately, eyes focused on the bag and ears swiveled forward in case the treats inside needed her attention. The mild, late spring day with a light breeze made a convincing case for spending the rest of the day outside. Liam led Zoey and her new pal over to an empty spot in the training yard. At first, Tasha was confused as to which trainer to focus on, but after a lot of playtime and rewards pulled from the magic bag on Zoey’s waist, Tasha began to favor Zoey. The clever girl quickly realized that she’d get Zoey’s undivided attention whereas she’d have to share Liam with Tank. And if Zoey didn’t know any better, she’d almost think her pup was trying to show off a little.

      At one of their frequent breaks, Tasha lapped up a drink from a large, communal silver dog bowl while Zoey took a drink of water from her reusable water bottle. She looked over at Liam, who was leading Tank to the dog dish. “So, how long have you been working with the FBI?”

      “A couple of years.” Liam took a long drink of water from his own bottle. “I went through a criminal justice program in undergrad. I had family in the military and thought about joining up, but I was more interested in staying close to home. I have a big family and checking in once a year isn’t really my thing. Doing intelligence work seemed like the perfect compromise. After school, I spent time working as an analyst with the FBI and eventually qualified to be a special agent.”

      “How did you start working with dogs?”

      Liam put his elbows on his knees. “I grew up about half an hour from here in a town even smaller than Riverbend, so I applied for a job in the FBI Chicago office. I was working for Alexis while she was getting this place up and running. I’ve never been much of a city guy, so when she asked if I wanted in, it didn’t take much for me to say yes. It’s a good gig. It’s easy to see why so many people want to work here.” Tank lay at Liam’s feet and Liam added more water to the dog bowl out of his water bottle. Tank eyed the fresh water but ultimately decided not to move. Well, at least she wasn’t the only tired one.

      Liam patted Tank’s side and leisurely scanned his surroundings. It was rare in her business to see a person her age so at peace with themselves. Most of the men and women she worked with were workaholics with an addiction to the adrenaline rush of tight deadlines. Power walking everywhere and rushed conversations were her norm. They worked hard here, but there was something different about the pace of working with the dogs. It was steadier, somehow, and the people around her seemed to have the same bright energy with fewer nervous habits. The realization unsteadied her. Fortunately, before she could dwell on it, Tasha bounced up from the ground, giving herself a good shake to fluff her fur before leaning her head against Zoey’s knee for a pet.

      Liam smiled. “Tasha has really taken to you.”

      “I’m glad she approves of me.” Zoey scratched behind one of Tasha’s perky white ears and was rewarded with a doggy smile. Despite his direct and simple answers to her questions, she wanted to know more. How could he be so relaxed when he was literally fighting crime and seeking out things that exploded for a living? Maybe he had a family at home—that had a tendency to either amp people up or mellow them out. Social niceties dictated that she stifle her curiosity and not ask. But unfortunately for her foot-in-mouth syndrome, she hadn’t gone into the sciences because she was good at stifling her curiosity. “Managing a dog seems pretty all-consuming. Do you have kids? Or a wife that doesn’t mind the dog hair?”

      A smile played at the edge of Liam’s mouth. “No. It’s just me and Tank for now. But if I find the right person, I don’t think she’ll mind both of us being a package deal. A lot of the agents here have families.”

      Suddenly aware of how her question likely sounded, Zoey took another drink of water, wondering if she would be so lucky as to have the ground open up beneath her. This was a temporary gig, and she didn’t need someone to think she was flirting with a coworker she’d likely never see again once she got a real job. The ground remained stubbornly solid, so she plodded forward. “That’s a nice way to look at it.”

      “What was your life like before this?”

      Zoey raised an eyebrow. “Before or after my company was raided by the FBI?”

      Liam looked off in the distance. “Either. I mean, you don’t have to talk about it, but I’m curious. There’s got to be more to Zoey Butler than a ruined career. You don’t seem like you mind curious questions.”

      Zoey laughed. “You mean I’m nosy and I’m dishing out enough of my own?”

      “I mean you’re curious. And direct. As a compliment. But also, yes.” Liam grinned.

      Tasha flopped over and exposed her belly. Zoey obediently began scratching. “I’m very close to my sister, Elise, and live with her when I’m not working for the FBI. I used to be a bit of a workaholic, but I paint to relax: furniture, a canvas, you name it. I know a lot of people think engineers just like to solve hard math problems, but I am among the many with a secret creative hobby.”

      “Such a dangerous secret too,” Liam said, seriously. “And the workaholism explains why it’s been so easy for you to keep up with the pace here. Even your creative hobbies require hard work.” Liam pointed at her feet. “You’ve got to have blisters after yesterday.”

      Zoey winced. “Yeah, the shoes I’m wearing today are rubbing in different places. Lesson learned.”

      “Do you spend much time with the rest of your family?”

      Zoey looked down at Tasha to avoid looking at Liam. “No. My parents passed away while I was in college. We moved around a lot, so I’m not super rooted to any one place.”

      “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. That sounds so hard.” Liam scratched Tank behind one ear. Tank gave him a sleepy look and stretched out on the ground.

      Zoey felt grief sneaking up her throat and she took a moment to feel it. She took a deep breath and waited for the worst of it to recede so she could speak clearly. “Thank you. I’m grateful for what I do have.” She cleared her throat. “After…everything, I focused on proving myself at work. A psychologist might say I was trying to do something to make my parents proud. They were both scientists and I wanted to follow in their footsteps. Future State was making headlines, had a reputation for hiring from the best schools, and had an impressive board of directors. I worked all the time; too much, in hindsight. I thought I was going to change the world with my contributions to renewable technology. Textbook case of delusions of grandeur.” She sighed. “But, my intentions were good. For what it’s worth.”

      “I’d hardly call that ‘delusions of grandeur.’ Some might call it purpose.” Liam studied her. “It sounds like you are really passionate about what you did. So, what was your job? Did you invent new batteries?”

      “I was part of the research team. I ran experiments on Future State’s battery designs. I had some experience working in a lab in undergrad that did similar research. It’s not as glamorous as the idea of an inventor in a garage, but practically, it’s just as important. And these days, the idea of an inventor in a garage is just that—an idea. Most complex developments require teams of people thinking about a system. The battery performance kept falling short of what the head of development claimed they’d measured in an external lab, no matter how I tested it. As the materials engineer in the room, they asked me a lot of questions and I doubled down on my research. I thought I was troubleshooting my own test methods. In a way, it wasn’t wasted time. A lot of good papers came out of it.”

      “Troubleshooting test methods?”

      Zoey paused rubbing Tasha’s stomach to think and soon felt a wet nose nudging her hand. She laughed and resumed her scratching. “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry I stopped.” She looked back at Liam, gesturing with her free hand. “I was measuring the durability of the batteries and their output after recharge cycles. I couldn’t get my data to match the outside test lab, so I redesigned the tests from the ground up. We reduced measurement error and created best-in-class tests that modeled real-world use better than anyone else in the business. I assumed I was screwing up, so I kept checking, kept suggesting improvements to the tests. Then I realized the real reason we weren’t passing our tests was that Ophelia’s team was lying about what their tech should be able to do and making me think it was my fault. I was getting ready to explain that we might have a problem with the external test lab results when Alexis and Waffle came in. Unfortunately, I connected the dots too late.”

      Liam let out a low whistle. “So, you really didn’t have any idea…?”

      Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. “No. Absolutely not. Their science was important, and I was fresh out of school. I felt like the luckiest person in the world when I got that job.” Zoey’s chest got tight. “I did real research, not knowing I was merely providing cover so that a tight-knit group of gamblers could keep doubling down on a lie.” Zoey cleared her throat. “But that’s in the past.” Tank raised his head and turned his body to lay it next to her foot. Tasha rolled back onto her feet and nudged him with her nose until he moved, then she lay down and plopped her own head next to Zoey’s foot, maintaining eye contact with the other dog so he didn’t get any other ideas.

      Liam looked off in the distance. “I’m sorry. That’s awful.”

      Zoey let out a breath. “It’s no use throwing a pity party. Once I have the FBI on my résumé, I might actually be hirable again.”

      “That’s a good point. And who knows? This place has a way of not letting you go. Maybe you’ll like working for the FBI. There are a lot of ways to do good here too.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Zoey eyed him skeptically. “I feel pretty unqualified.”

      “Alexis thinks you’re qualified enough to let you in her facility. And you saw through the enthusiastic exterior earlier today. She’s a tough boss. Fair, but tough.”

      Zoey nudged Liam with her shoulder. “Thanks, Liam. I appreciate it. I get why the dogs like you—you’re very good at positive reinforcement.”

      Liam patted Tasha, who was eyeing Tank and looking increasingly ready to pounce on him now that he was looking away from her. “I have my moments. Regardless, I don’t think Tasha is going to let you leave too soon.”

      “So, when do I get to take her home?”

      Liam shrugged. “Maybe Friday?”

      “You trust me to be a dog sitter for one of your trainees with less than a week of training?”

      “We really did need your help.”

      Alexis approached and both dogs wagged their tails. Waffle playfully dodged when Tank dropped into a play bow. Alexis said a quick word and Waffle sat obediently, a mischievous look still in his eye. She gave him a tennis ball, which he squeaked while maintaining eye contact with Tank, who had been similarly chastised. Tasha calmly licked a paw as if she was above it all, and Zoey laughed. Finally, things were looking up.
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      By the time Friday arrived, Zoey almost felt as if she belonged next to her fellow dog handlers. She wasn’t that much newer than the class she was training with, despite their disproportionate experience with weapons and self-defense. And, as soon as her classmates realized they were dealing with a civilian, they started including her in their daily self-defense drills. Tasha made the K-9 part easy for her—she’d obviously already mastered the basics. After Zoey got comfortable with basic commands, she and Tasha practiced searching for different explosive compounds with distractions present.

      Even in the short time that Zoey had spent at Riverbend, she began to understand why Liam liked working there so much. Alexis’s personality attracted agents who preferred to win through preparation, and Zoey consistently heard from the other agents how competitive the program was. As a result, Zoey was surrounded by people grateful to be there. While the program at Riverbend took a little longer than many others like it, the results spoke for themselves and teams from the Riverbend K-9 program were in high demand. The town of Riverbend itself had grown with the addition of the K-9 Academy and had welcomed their new residents with open arms. Prior to the addition of the K-9 Academy, the largest industry in the county was a research facility affiliated with Indiana Polytechnic. Other businesses were sprinkled around the area, including a surprisingly nice wildlife conservation and rescue park outside the city limits of Riverbend. However, the Riverbend K-9 Academy had quickly become the largest employer in the area.

      Zoey guided Tasha to the agility course, looking down in admiration at the spunky dog, as ready to work as her more experienced counterparts. After less than a week with the pup, she had no trouble imagining Tasha refusing to work with an agent who didn’t measure up. For some reason, the demanding fluffball’s approval warmed her heart. Something like relief hit her when she found her spot in line among the agents, with newfound confidence and higher expectations for Tasha as their partnership had grown. She’d been given the same FBI t-shirts as the other recruits and had taken to wearing her hair in a ponytail with a visor and sunglasses to keep the sun out of her eyes. Her dog navigated the agility course like a pro. Later, Tasha successfully found the hidden scent container far faster than the others in their class. They both had a bounce in their step when the day was over. Before leaving, she led Tasha to Liam’s desk, unsure if she was still taking the dog for the weekend. When she reached him, he was leaning over his computer, frowning at a spreadsheet, eyebrows furrowed. It was the first time she’d seen him genuinely frustrated. Zoey gave Tasha the command to sit, and she complied, looking at the treat bag on Zoey’s waist. Zoey tossed her a piece of kibble and she nabbed it out of the air. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Liam looked up, stress showing in the tight lines around his eyes. “Hey, Zoey. Nice job today.”

      “Thanks, but why do you look like someone punched you in the stomach?”

      Liam lifted an eyebrow, and Tank rose from his mat near the desk to greet them both, pushing his head under Zoey’s hand and bumping into Tasha’s nose when Tasha decided that had been quite enough affection for Zoey from a dog that wasn’t her. “Just fighting with some data.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m trying to report out the money our dogs have saved versus what it costs to run the training center, but it’s not exactly easy math. We’ve been running on special funding allocated for projects like this, but we need to be ready to argue why we need to keep funding this team when that budget runs out.”

      Zoey cracked her knuckles. “Now, I can finally teach you something.”

      An hour later, the sun was beginning to set, and Zoey had helped Liam generate graphs and pull property value data and insurance tables to estimate the value of the work the dogs completed. With Liam’s quick answers to her questions, they built a solid case. She waited to compute a final answer to minimize the impact her own biases would have on the end result. A few clicks later, and the resulting dollar figures more than supported her intuition. “See, it’s obvious that you should keep running the canine program. The numbers don’t lie.”

      “Wow, you made that look easy.” Liam looked at her gratefully, but there was something else there.

      Zoey looked back at the final numbers. “Did I get something wrong?”

      “No. Not at all. I guess, it just seems a little cold, doesn’t it?” Liam wrinkled his nose. “I mean, yeah, it shows financial savings, but that’s obvious, right? What the dogs do goes well beyond a spreadsheet.”

      Zoey gave him a rueful smile. “I see how it might feel that way. But here’s the thing: the people who pay for this place care about the numbers. And you can explain all of the other amazing intangibles verbally when you present the data.”

      Liam lifted an eyebrow. “Intangibles?”

      “Stay with me. I speak business.” She gave him a pointed look. “If your superiors are anything like you and Alexis, they’ll get it without all of the detailed math. But if we can meticulously catalog and value your work, the conversation with the people who write the checks will be extremely short.” She clicked a few more buttons. “And voila! Now you have pretty charts that include hard numbers to drop into the report. If it were me, and I really should hand it over to you now, I’d add plenty of dog pictures. And maybe even a picture of the letter you guys got from that sweet shop owner who sent the logo bags?” Before she finished talking, she’d pulled up a presentation and started dropping pictures in.

      “Thanks, Zoey. I didn’t expect this much help…”

      Zoey looked at Liam, suddenly realizing that she’d taken his spot at his desk, and he’d rolled his chair back to make space for her. “Oh no. I didn’t overdo it, did I? This is just…what I do. Did. What I did. Simplify the complex and make the next step easy to understand.” A light in the adjacent room shut off automatically. She looked around and realized everyone else in the offices had left.

      Liam’s stomach growled. “You didn’t overdo it at all. I mean, you did.” Liam cleared his throat. “But in a good way. I appreciate it. You’ve done way more than I expected since the minute you got here. And after Alexis’s recommendation, I had fairly high expectations. But it’s getting late, and this’ll hold until next week. I believe you came to talk to me about something else before I roped you into helping me?”

      “I mean, I all but threw you out of your chair for the chance to work on a spreadsheet.” Zoey’s neck heated. “Which isn’t embarrassing at all. It’s fine. Really. But yes!” She rolled the chair back and stood up. “Yes. I need Tasha’s crate. As long as you haven’t changed your mind about me taking her home.” Tasha’s ears perked up at the sound of her name.

      Liam shook his head. “Not at all. Let’s go out to my truck and grab her supplies. Actually, I’ll do one better. Do you want me to just drop it off on my way home tonight? It’s the least I can do after you helped me. Or you can grab it now. Either is fine.”

      Zoey’s pulse jumped. Her car was small, and it’d be nice not to have to puzzle piece it all in along with Tasha. But having him stop by her apartment felt like crossing some kind of invisible work/life line. Well, life sure wasn’t going to get any weirder and now that she’d finished the calculations, she realized how tired she was. It had been a big day. She might as well let him help. “Sure. I’d take a delivery. That’d be great.”

      When Zoey pulled into her designated parking space at her FBI-issued apartment, Tasha put her paws on the window to study her new surroundings. Zoey put the car in park, clipped on Tasha’s leash, and began to walk her around. Once Tasha had thoroughly investigated the smell of everything on the way to the door, she trotted happily next to Zoey all the way to her apartment. Zoey opened the door, unclipped the leash, and gave Tasha her stuffed cow with one missing ear. “Welcome home, pup.” Tasha nabbed the toy and scampered through the apartment, smelling everything systematically until she reached Zoey’s bedroom. Zoey waited by the front door for her dog to return but she heard nothing. While she hadn’t used any commands that would indicate to the dog that they were there to work, Tasha had seemed focused on smelling everything. And now there was no sound at all, not even the sound of a dog snuffling.

      Zoey closed the apartment door and edged towards her room, which was still dark. Then she realized she’d almost done the thing the character that got killed in horror movies did, so she stopped in the kitchen for a knife before approaching the bedroom door. She flicked on the light and jumped into the room only to see that Tasha was on Zoey’s bed, curled into a contented ball, snuggling her stuffed cow, with her nose resting on her tail. When Zoey walked in, she did an excellent job pretending to be too asleep to move from her comfy spot. Zoey laughed, gave her a pet, then returned her impromptu weapon to the kitchen. Before she could return to her room, however, there was a knock at the door. A fluffy bullet came running from her room, barking at the intruder. Zoey took comfort in Tasha’s scary-sounding bark and shushed the dog once she spied Liam through the peephole. He was carrying Tasha’s crate and a large paper sack.

      She ushered him inside, unloading the items from his arms and finding places to put them in the small, bland living room. Tank followed behind without a leash and greeted them both, throwing his backside in the air to give Tasha a chase. Apparently, dogs could tell the weekend was time to play too. Liam held up a bag. “I’m assuming you haven’t had time to make dinner. I picked up some Mexican food from the best place in town. Technically, Curva del Río is the only Mexican restaurant in town. But it’s great. I mean, if you’re interested.”

      “Extremely. Thank you.” Zoey’s stomach rumbled.

      Liam placed the bag on the table and squatted down to greet Tasha, who was followed closely by Tank. He gave Tasha a good scratch and looked up at Zoey with a grin.

      The warmth in his eyes convinced her to do something impulsive for the first time in years. “Stay for dinner. Enjoy it with me. I hate to make you wait on food since you’re doing me a favor.”

      Conflict passed through Liam’s eyes. “I—okay.” He smiled. “That’d be great.”
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        * * *

      

      Liam laid out the takeout, wondering what in the world had possessed him to bring dinner to the new addition to their team right after she started. And after they’d just booted a dirty agent. While he was busy setting out dinner, Zoey had taken over playing with the dogs, gamely throwing Tasha’s well-loved and slobbery stuffed cow so both dogs could chase it. Okay. He knew exactly why he had. Hitting on her was a line Liam had no intention of crossing, and he’d mentally reminded himself of that fact at least ten times on the way over. Zoey wasn’t staying, and he was as rooted as anyone could be. But then she’d given up part of her weekend to help him write a report without him even asking. She’d saved him at least a day of work if he’d tried to do it. He could at least do something nice for the woman who had been through so much and still came out of it determined to make herself and the world better for the experience. The more common response would be to blame Alexis and her team for her problems, but instead, she’d joined them. Then, the minute she sensed his minor distress, she’d jumped in to help. So, when he drove by his favorite restaurant, he’d stopped. It was a totally reasonable thing to do. Still, he could have sworn Tank had given him a side-eye when the hostess delivered the meal to his truck window.

      The FBI apartments were nothing fancy, furnished with ancient kitchen cabinets and slightly less ancient appliances, but Zoey had already added bright watercolor paintings on the walls. Splashes of color that almost reminded him of the Academy in a way he couldn’t quite pinpoint brightened the sea of beige and brown, and it almost felt homey. A glass of water appeared by his side, and he snapped out of his inner thoughts long enough to finish dishing up their meals. “Thanks for all of your help. I really do appreciate it. It was above and beyond the call of duty.”

      Zoey waved a hand. “It really was nothing. I could do spreadsheets and data analysis in my sleep. Actually, sometimes I do. I mean, they don’t always make sense in the morning but”—she glanced at him, a slight grimace on her face—“you know what, I definitely shouldn’t admit to dreaming in spreadsheets.”

      Liam grinned. “You love your work. That’s good.”

      “So do you.” She chewed and looked at him thoughtfully. “Hard not to, I suppose.”

      He pointed across the room. “Where did you get those paintings? They’re beautiful. My mom would love the colors in the one over the couch.”

      Zoey’s face flushed red. “It’s frivolous, I know, but I actually took up valuable suitcase space with paper and paint and brought them with me. I only brought watercolors so I had room for clothes. Painting just makes me happy, you know?”

      Liam took another look at the paintings. He didn’t know much about art, but the colors suggested movement and interest, like there was something under the surface worth knowing more about. “Wait. You did that? That’s gorgeous. And is that a scene from Indiana?”

      “Thank you. Yeah, it’s abstract, but I was trying to paint how the dog training facility feels. It’s a bright and happy energy.” Zoey poked at her enchiladas. “It’s nothing, really. It’s just something I do for fun.”

      “That’s very impressive.”

      Zoey smiled. “Are you always this friendly to new hires, or do you have another dog that needs to be trained and you’re buttering me up? I’m not sure I can take on two dogs.”

      Her first question was the same one Liam had been asking himself. He answered as much for himself as for her. “No. I mean, I’m polite, but I don’t usually bring food. But to be fair, new hires don’t usually swoop in to keep one of our dogs in the program and volunteer to help me with data after hours, all in the first week. Trust me, even after bringing dinner, I still owe you. I’m not going to drop another trainee on you, I promise.”

      “Ah. So it’s all about positive reinforcement, even with people.”

      Liam chuckled, grateful for the reminder that this was strictly business. “Not consciously, I suppose, but you’re not wrong.”

      Zoey resumed poking at her dinner with her fork. “I mean, it’s okay if we socialize, right? Like Alex won’t think it’s weird or no one will make strange comments about it? I don’t know anyone here, and it’s nice to do something social. I’ve been reading a lot at night and painting, obviously, but it’s not the same as spending time with people in 3-D.”

      “I don’t see why anyone would care if we share a meal.” Liam frowned. “I’m not your boss. A lot of us hang out together. Keeping work and life separate is big city thinking, not really something that’s possible in a town this size. But I’m happy to leave if you feel the least bit concerned. I don’t want you to feel like you have to be friends with all of us or anything. Or me.”

      “Oh, not at all. I’m glad you’re here.” Zoey shifted in her seat. “It’s just that the last place I worked wasn’t this friendly. I’m just trying to…recalibrate.”

      Hoping to spare her from revisiting her old job yet again, Liam quickly changed the subject to the first thing that came to his mind. “Hey, I have a group of buddies that goes mountain biking on Saturday. You interested in coming?”

      Zoey scrunched her nose. “I’ve never been. I mean, I love the mountains, but biking on them always seemed pretty intimidating. Won’t I just slow you guys down?”

      “Guys and girls. And yes but no. We have extra bikes, and they’d love to have a newbie. Nothing they like more than teaching someone. And maybe showing off a little. Our hills aren’t quite as big as the ones in Colorado, so it’s a good place to try mountain biking to see if you like it.”

      “It’s a date then. I mean, I’d love to come.” Zoey cleared her throat. “As coworkers. Friends. Co-dog trainers? I’m going to stop now.”

      Liam looked at his watch. “It’s been a long day and I’m keeping you up.” He whistled for Tank, who was currently cuddling Zoey’s partner. “See you tomorrow, co-dog trainer friend. I’ll text you the details.”

      “You got it. Thanks for dinner.”
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      Zoey spent more time than she cared to admit searching for the right gear for mountain biking. Her luggage was bereft of anything with a padded backside, so she put on her thickest athletic pants and hoped for the best. Despite the rather glaring lack of mountains in Riverbend, she gamely followed her GPS all the way across town and found herself at a hilly, heavily wooded piece of the country. She pulled into the parking lot and spotted Liam, along with another ten or so men and women in biking gear. Some were dressed like her, and others were dressed like the serious mountain bikers she’d seen online. However, she soon found out they all had one thing in common—they were every bit as excited to have a newcomer as Liam had described.

      Names were exchanged in short order and Liam introduced her as a friend from work, which led to a lot of curious looks, but mostly enthusiastic stories about dogs. No one asked about her old job, which was a welcome change from her time at the FBI facility. A few of the bikers also worked at the K-9 Academy, and those she’d already met gave her a friendly wave and chatted her up. She received a rudimentary lesson, adjusted the mountain bike and helmet they lent her, and one of the guys led her to what appeared to be the easiest trail. He introduced himself as Matt Brown.

      Zoey propped a leg on the ground, holding her bike up. “Matt Brown? As in Agent Thompson’s husband?”

      He gave her a warm smile. “One and the same.”

      “Liam wasn’t kidding. Riverbend is a small world.”

      “Sure is. Nice to finally meet you in person.”

      Zoey looked out at the paths forking out from the trailhead. “Is Alexis here?”

      “Yes, she runs while I ride. You might see her out there. I promise she didn’t send me to interrogate you.” Matt grinned. “Liam and I ride every weekend.” He gestured to the least hilly trail. “Ready?”

      “Sure.” Zoey shrugged. “Why not?”

      A few minutes into the ride, the rest of the crew zoomed by, whooping at her earnest, if initially wobbly, efforts. Liam stopped next to her and took a drink from his water bottle. “How’s it going, newbie?”

      Zoey grinned. “Great, actually. Didn’t realize how stressed I was until it started disappearing. Of course, making sure you don’t break your neck when you go zooming down a path covered in roots has a way of focusing the mind. I mean, I was focused on not breaking my neck, but focus is focus, right?”

      Liam laughed. “That’s a good way to put it. Hey, I meant to tell you. Alexis’s husband is the tall guy over there. I realized I should have introduced you.”

      “No worries. We already chatted and he gave me some pointers.” Zoey took a drink of water.

      “That checks out. Matt is our best teacher. Alex and Matt have that in common, although we don’t see her on a bike very often. She’s usually on foot. Matt is actually an engineering professor.”

      Zoey lifted an eyebrow. “For real?”

      “Yep. Teaches at Indiana Polytechnic.”

      Zoey furrowed her eyebrows. “He doesn’t look much like a professor to me.”

      “You know what they say about assumptions.” Liam pointed to a technical trail just past where they were standing with their bikes. “You want to try something a little more difficult?”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      An hour later, Zoey was covered in dirt, sweat, and a few new bumps and bruises. Still, she found herself accepting an invitation to meet up with everyone at Bridges, the local pub named for its proximity to the two bridges in town, for lunch and cold beers. She briefly considered leaving while she was still having fun, but her curiosity to see the town beyond the K-9 Academy won out.

      She easily found Bridges in the small downtown area as the restaurant buzzing with activity. The owner of the pub noticed their group walking in and zeroed in on Zoey. He introduced himself heartily as Thurston Riley, and judging by the laughter sparkling in Liam’s eyes, she suspected Thurston loved nothing more than a fresh audience. She politely took his well-rehearsed tour of all of the pictures on the wall of the old hangar and airplanes on the runway, many of them in black and white, while her stomach growled at the smell of comfort food. In what would likely not be the last of her “small world” moments, Thurston explained that he had retired early from running the regional airport where the K-9 facility was now located. As she got to the end of the photo tour, organized chronologically, full-color pictures of dogs wearing their vests took over. Thurston waited for her to notice, and when she looked back at him, he smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Your dog is welcome here, any time. And if your dog vouches for you, the same applies to you.” Thurston winked before greeting another customer.

      She looked over at Liam who was barely hiding his amusement. “Did I just meet the mayor of the town?”

      “Oh, did he tell you he was the mayor already? He usually thinks it’s more fun to wait for people to figure it out.”

      She eyed him. “I can’t tell if you’re joking.”

      “I’m not. He’s really the Riverbend mayor.” He held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.” Zoey grinned and Liam tipped his head towards the new crowd walking in the door. “It’s a good thing Saturdays are busy, or you might have gotten a longer tour and missed lunch entirely.”

      Zoey looked over her shoulder. “He was friendly, at least. But I’m kind of glad he had to cut our conversation short. I’m so hungry I could eat one of everything they have on their table.” She pointed to a booth that had just received an assortment of breakfast food, burgers, and one open-faced roast beef sandwich piled high with mashed potatoes and gravy.

      Liam tugged on her elbow. “Better not. They have good taste in food, but those are the town grouches. You think a chatty Mayor Riley is a lot to handle, just wait until that crew starts talking about the new stoplight ruining the traffic flow. I think they just eat here so they can get extra time to complain. The town council meetings are only once a month.” Zoey laughed and shook her head.

      Before finding a spot at the long table that Thurston/Mayor Riley had helped a waiter push together in the middle of the restaurant, Zoey found the little bathroom next to the swinging kitchen doors. She flicked on the light and laughed. She was a mess. Quickly, she wiped all the dirt smudges off her face and cleaned the worst of her scrapes. She took one last look at herself and plucked a dried leaf out of her hair. She barely recognized this woman in the mirror, with her messy ponytail and mud-streaked clothes. Even more startling was that, despite not wearing makeup, she thought she might actually look better with her stress lines gone.

      When she returned to the table, Alexis had joined the group. It was her turn to get chatted up by Thurston. Although she’d skipped mountain biking, she was similarly covered in dirt with her hair plastered to the side of her face and bright red cheeks. She lifted her glass of water towards Zoey. “Hey, welcome. Did you meet the mayor?”

      “Yes, actually. He said I can come anytime if Tasha approves. Since I give her a lot of snacks, I think she’ll vouch for me.” Zoey walked over to the woman who was somehow becoming her boss, mentor, and friend at a borderline alarming pace. Thurston flitted to another table, giving the booth Liam had warned her about a wide berth. “Hey. You don’t mind that I…” Zoey considered how to end the sentence but fell short.

      “Make friends? Why in the world would I mind? This is a small town, Zoey. The separation between work and life is a luxury afforded to folks in large metropolitan areas, not a place like Riverbend. Don’t feel like you have to stay, but we love meeting new folks, and you are absolutely welcome.”

      “That’s what Liam said.”

      “He’s right. It just takes a little getting used to.” Matt joined them, placing a lager in front of his wife and resting an arm over her shoulder.

      Zoey slipped into the open spot next to Alexis and found herself unexpectedly surrounded by the camaraderie of the town. Several people stopped by to greet her new friends. While she was assured that plenty of grouches did exist in Riverbend, they didn’t bother her crew. Thurston told her with a grin that if she wanted to meet the town grouches, then she should attend a city council meeting. Zoey explained quickly that Alexis had her working every night there was a council meeting for the foreseeable future. Alexis nodded seriously behind her, and a laugh bubbled up out of a place that had long been dormant. Something like longing snuck up her throat when she realized she was an outsider who was just visiting.

      Zoey looked wistfully at Matt and Alexis. “Wow, you all have the perfect life.”

      Alexis looked at Matt and they both burst out laughing. Alexis smiled. “Most days, we feel like the luckiest people on the planet, but our life has had its ups and downs, just like anyone else.”

      “We try to keep things low-key. I mean, when you aren’t running an elite dog training school or dodging bullets.” Matt gave her an affectionate squeeze.

      Alexis rubbed her shoulder absently. “I don’t have a perfect record of dodging, unfortunately.”

      Zoey’s eyes went wide. “You’ve been shot?”

      “Not recently. I mean, it’s nothing compared with what Matt—”

      Matt rested his hand on her knee. “Deals with on campus. You’d be surprised how busy a professor’s life can be. Demanding administration and all of that. Zoey, it was great to meet you.” He finished signing the bill and looked up at his wife. “Let’s head back home.”

      Liam walked over to her as she was gathering her things. “Ready to run for the hills or want to come out with us again?”

      Zoey lifted a corner of her mouth. “I mean, wouldn’t running for the hills mean I’d be coming back to mountain bike? There aren’t that many hills around here.”

      Liam considered. “Fair point. So yes, either way, right?”

      “Hey, as long as I’m invited, I wouldn’t miss it.” Zoey looked over to where Alexis and Matt had been sitting. “What’s Matt’s story? Does he ever help you all out?”

      “Rarely. He’s retired now. Former Navy SEAL. Total badass from what I heard, but so humble, you’d never know it. Had a career-ending injury overseas and has been teaching ever since.”

      “Hm. This place is full of surprises.”
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      After an unexpectedly eventful Saturday followed by a restful evening, Zoey spent the last day of her weekend exploring Riverbend with Tasha. While most of the main street shops were closed on Sunday, she managed to find The River Bean, a local coffee shop Thurston assured her she had to try. Still on a budget, she opted for a simple cup of coffee. Marlene, the barista, shop owner, and town treasurer introduced herself and made a fuss over Tasha. She even gave Zoey a flakey, house-made croissant as a welcome to the neighborhood. Unlike the warm interior of Bridges, the décor at The River Bean was bright and eclectic, with mismatched tables and chairs, and walls covered in paintings by local artists.

      Zoey savored the buttery, flakey treat while exploring the paved walking trail that ran along the river with Tasha. The word “river” was a bit generous, but Riverbend did have a lovely creek that shifted directions around the small downtown area, under the two bridges that were the pub’s namesake. The small amount of industry sprinkled throughout Riverbend had gone fully quiet with the arrival of the weekend. Something like peace came over her for the first time in a long time, and she took a few pictures to try to paint how it made her feel later. Sure, Riverbend didn’t have an abundance of activities like Denver, but being stuck in a small town wasn’t as bad as she thought it might be.

      Several weeks passed quickly in a similar fashion. Tasha’s nose continued to improve, and Zoey adjusted to a completely new definition of what it meant to go to work. She didn’t miss her formal workwear and quickly became more comfortable working in jeans or athletic pants. It turned out that mountain biking hadn’t just been a one-off welcome but rather, an invitation into a community she shouldn’t fit into, but somehow did all the same.

      After a particularly busy weekend of mountain biking, going to Bridges with the crew, and painting the best view from the hills where she mountain biked, Zoey flopped onto the couch for a movie. Tasha crawled up next to her and placed her head on Zoey’s lap so that Zoey could reach her head with minimal additional effort and Tasha could keep squeaking her stuffed cow toy, which was now missing its other ear but somehow otherwise in one piece. She had just started a movie when her phone began buzzing frantically and her screen lit up with Elise’s name and picture. Zoey picked up right away. “Elise, is everything okay?”

      “Hey, Zo. I’m fine. Safe. I’m definitely fine. I mean, a little shaken up. But I’m okay. The doctor said—”

      Her good mood shattered. “The doctor?! Elise, I’ll be there as soon as I can. Are you okay?” In the space of a moment, Zoey was back in the hospital with her parents, the smell of antiseptic filling her nostrils. The feeling of vulnerability that always came with the memory rushed through her. She leapt from the couch and started looking for her shoes. Tasha jumped up, ready to go.

      “Whoa, calm down, Zoey. I just sprained my wrist.”

      Zoey breathed out. “Oh. I’m sorry I panicked on you. Bad memories. What did you do?”

      There was a long pause at the end of the line. “I shouldn’t bother you with this. But, I mean, you’d be mad if I didn’t tell you and you found out later. It’s fine.” Elise’s breathing was uneven, and it sounded like she was scared.

      “Elise. What happened?”

      Elise’s voice wobbled. “Someone broke in. Trashed the apartment. I found them when I came back from a walk. They rushed out and pushed me down. Really, I’m okay.”

      Zoey checked her watch. “I can’t be there by nightfall, but if I drive through the night, I could get there by tomorrow.”

      “Zoey, if you get in a wreck because you drove all night just to make sure I’m okay when I am very much alive, I will have no family left. Don’t you dare do that to me.” Elise’s tone brooked no argument and just that fast, Zoey deflated. Tasha pushed her cow toy into Zoey’s hand, sure that Zoey needed it more than she did.

      Tears sprung up in Zoey’s eyes. “I’m too far away to help.”

      “I’m going to go stay with a friend tonight, okay? I’ll be alright,” Elise assured her. Then she snorted. “In fact, it’ll be good for you to let me handle this. You can be a bit of a control freak.”

      “I think you mean I’m an excellent planner.” Zoey laughed at their familiar ribbing, even though she didn’t feel it fully. “Listen, I’ll stay on one condition. Send me pictures, and I’ll see if anyone from the FBI has contacts in Denver that can help with security too, okay? They might think of something we haven’t.”

      “I don’t think the FBI is terribly concerned with apartment break-ins, Zo.”

      Zoey sighed. “Humor me or I’m flying there tonight.”

      “Like I said, control freak.” The doorbell rang in the background and Elise’s voice was muffled. “The police sent someone out to talk to me. I have to go give a statement. But I’ll send you pictures, okay?”

      “Okay. Text me when they leave. Call me if you need to talk, even if it’s dark o’clock, okay?” Zoey gave Tasha’s cow toy a weak toss and Tasha pounced on it as if Zoey had thrown it like an Olympian. The rest of her Sunday evening was spent frantically forwarding the pictures Elise sent to Alexis and Liam, who assured her they would look into it. She looked up flights to go back to Colorado the following day, but by the time she’d called Elise to let her know which flights she could take, Elise’s friends had already arrived to help clean up. Despite Elise’s reassurances, Zoey spent the night tossing and turning. She woke every few hours, checking her phone for updates.

      

      When morning finally came, Zoey only barely kept herself from calling her sister at what would be four a.m. in Denver. Despite anxiously glancing at her phone for updates every twenty seconds, she managed to get herself and Tasha ready for work. If anyone would know how what to do next, it’d be Liam and Alexis. When she arrived at the facility, she brought Tasha to the yard and worked her through some more advanced exercises, keeping an eye out for either one of them. She’d talk to whoever came outside first. Tasha successfully found two well-hidden scents without breaking a sweat, accepting her reward food with a satisfied crunch. The moment Zoey spotted Liam, he waved and walked over with Tank in tow. “Hey, Zoey. Got a minute?”

      She smiled, even though she didn’t really feel it. “For you, two.”

      He returned her smile, but his jaw was tight. “Okay, why don’t you bring Tasha inside?”

      “We can’t talk out here?” Zoey eyed Liam, but he reached down and patted Tank, avoiding her eyes.

      “I think inside would be better.”

      Zoey’s stomach dropped. She checked her phone, but there were no new texts from Elise. Soon, the pair were on their way to Alexis’s office. Zoey did a double take when she saw Scarlett.

      Alexis gave her a concerned look. “You okay?”

      “I’m not great, but that doesn’t require three of you. What’s going on? Y’all are killing me.”

      Alexis rubbed the back of her neck. “So, we contacted the local police about the break-in.”

      “Oh no. Elise said she wasn’t hurt. Did they come back? Is she alright?” Zoey whipped her phone back out of her back pocket, but she’d had no new messages in the last thirty seconds.

      Alexis waved a hand. “No, no. Nothing like that. It’s just that, we looked at the pictures, and the burglars didn’t take anything of value. In fact, it seems they didn’t take anything at all. They seemed to have done the most damage to your old room.”

      “What does that mean? And why is there a crowd for a break-in where nothing was stolen?”

      Liam frowned. “We think they were looking for something. And knew enough to be careful about it. Did you have anything of value in the apartment someone might have been looking for?”

      “I am not big into jewelry. What I have from my mom is in a safe-deposit box. Are you all always this involved when a family member is the victim of a robbery?” Zoey rubbed her temples.

      Scarlett leaned in, her voice gentle. “There was an accident at the lab at Future State. It happened a few hours after the break-in.”

      “Oh no. Is everyone okay? What happened?” Zoey knew exactly how flammable the materials in traditional battery materials could be. Not having to deal with flammable liquid electrolyte was a key advantage of solid-state technology, and no one knew better than her old coworkers the caution required when working with traditional materials. An accident in the lab, with all of their precautions, seemed almost impossible.

      Alexis exchanged a look with Liam before turning back to Zoey. “Marco, your old lab director, was in for the weekend running an experiment that caught fire. He was burned but should heal up in a month or two. A worker who started after you left was closer to the equipment. He was injured and is currently being treated for his burns. He should be okay, but he’s going to take longer to recover and maybe even need to spend a few weeks in the hospital.”

      “That’s awful.” Zoey closed her eyes. “What are the odds that we’d have a break-in at our apartment the same night there is a fire at the Future State lab?” Zoey put her hand over her mouth. “Oh no. The call to the hotline Scarlett asked us about. Someone knew this was coming. But what does that have to do with me or my apartment? I don’t even work there anymore.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out.” Liam crossed his arms. “Did you take anything from Future State someone might be looking for?”

      Zoey felt Tasha’s cold nose nudge her palm. She shook her head. “No. I literally threw away even the free gear they gave me. The only thing I have is a flash drive I got from Marco. It’s a perfectly good flash drive. I mean, it should be. I’ve never used it. But it didn’t seem right to throw away something that wasn’t broken. Sorry, it doesn’t matter. I didn’t keep files around, I turned my laptop in, and my notebooks are probably in an FBI evidence box somewhere. I dropped that job like a hot potato and ran.”

      Scarlett leaned in. “Did you leave the flash drive in your apartment? And you said it was from Marco?”

      “The free flash drive? It’s in my computer bag here in Riverbend. I haven’t even unpacked it, but you’re welcome to look at it. I’m not hiding anything. As multiple polygraphs have indicated.” Zoey eyed her incredulously. “I think it’s worth all of five dollars.”

      Alexis shrugged. “It’s probably nothing, but if you have it close by, it’d be easy enough to check.”

      “Okay. I’ll go get it.” Zoey blew out a breath. “I’m pretty sure it’s empty, but you’re welcome to look at it all the same.”

      Liam flipped his car keys in his hand. “Want a ride? We’ll bring the dogs and use it as a training exercise.”

      Zoey’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Deal.”

      Once she was in Liam’s truck with the two dogs settled in the backseat, Zoey turned to Liam. “This is nothing, right?”

      Liam started the truck. “Nothing is definitely best-case scenario. Only one way to find out, though.”

      A few minutes later, Zoey had unlocked the door and Liam slipped inside to plant a few scent containers. Tasha did her job marvelously, briefly distracting Zoey from the task at hand as she lavished praise on her partner and gave her a food reward. Zoey stood up from her squat and eyed Liam. “I know what you’re doing. For the record, I appreciate the distraction.”

      “No problem.” Liam grinned. “Okay, want to point me to the flash drive?”

      “What’s my reward?” Zoey felt her neck go hot and she quickly recovered. “Coffee?”

      “Your choice.” Liam’s voice was easy, betraying no notice of her unintentional innuendo.

      Zoey opened her laptop bag and rummaged around until she found the unassuming external storage device in the bottom of the bag. She placed it in his open palm. “For what it’s worth.”

      Liam pulled an old laptop out of his bag. “Let’s plug it into my machine. Just in case.”

      “Is it going to self-destruct?” Zoey put her hands on her hips.

      Liam didn’t answer. Instead, he placed the laptop on the kitchen table, slid the flash drive into the USB port, and waited for it to load.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite Zoey’s joke, Liam could practically feel the nerves radiating off of her. When she’d arrived in Riverbend, her face was as tight in the twist in her hair, her fear of them only slightly less than her fear of not working with them. Over the weeks, she’d become more comfortable with him and the other instructors, her easy smiles and laughter lighting up the entire training field. The moment her hands had closed around the flash drive, she was right back to where she’d started. Of course, finding out her sister had been hurt changed things. Not unlike Tank when he was working, Zoey had shifted into a whole different mode after finding out that there had been an incident at Future State that might be linked to Elise’s injury. Whether she was ready to admit it out loud or not, she had connected the dots of possibility. The flash drive could hold anything, and it was very likely something worth committing a crime to get it back.

      The laptop Liam brought along had been built by their cybercrimes team and it wasn’t connected to any networks. If the flash drive installed a virus, he’d know soon enough. Soon, a file explorer window popped up, but it was empty, as Zoey had predicted. He ran a program on the laptop and a file appeared. He looked up at Zoey, who was tapping her toe against the floor. “Did you put anything on here?”

      Zoey looked over his shoulder. “No. It was just a freebie Marco gave me a few months ago. Said he had more than he knew what to do with and didn’t want it.” She froze. “That doesn’t mean anything about Marco. I mean, I think. No, I’m sure. He got it from…I guess he didn’t say.”

      “There’s something on here for sure, but whoever put it here didn’t want it to be easy to find.” Liam double-clicked on the file.

      A list of numbers appeared, and Zoey leaned in to look. “What is that?”

      Liam leaned back so she could get a better view. “I’m not sure. Does any of this look familiar?”

      Zoey wrinkled her nose. “Not off the top of my head. It’s just numbers.” She gestured to the laptop. “May I?”

      “Of course.” Liam slid out of the chair to give Zoey space to work.

      Zoey leaned in close to the monitor, every bit as focused as Tasha when she was on a scent. Minutes later, the data had been transformed into every conceivable chart Zoey could create. She muttered to herself, then clicked a few more buttons. Liam waited quietly with his elbows on his knees. She looked up. “I can’t find a pattern. It’s a short list of three unique strings of numbers. None are the same length and they’re too large to be dollar amounts.” Zoey rubbed a hand down her face. “What does this mean?”

      “Once we figure that out, we’ll figure out why they broke into your old apartment. It’s probably some kind of code. Maybe we can—”

      “Wait.” Zoey raised her pointer finger. She made a copy of the numbers and started a new spreadsheet, parsing out the first several numbers from each line. “There’s date information included in here.”

      Liam frowned. “It doesn’t look like dates.”

      Zoey got her face even closer to the screen. Tasha, sensing the tension in the room, was sticking close to Zoey’s leg. “I’ve done this before. The number is stored as the number of days that have passed since a certain date instead of something we’d consider readable.” She clicked a few buttons. “Okay, if you parse it out, the first two lines have dates at the beginning and the third one doesn’t.” She put a hand over her mouth. “Liam, the first date is the date of the FBI raid. The second one is yesterday. This is a plan. But what do the rest of the numbers mean? And why is there no date on the last one?”

      “I’ll send it to our people right away. In the meantime, we’ll send someone to upgrade your sister’s security system. It’s the least we can do.” Liam pulled out his phone and began to send an update to Alexis and her team. They had some analysts that might be able to get to the bottom of whatever code they had stumbled across. If Zoey didn’t recognize it, it was going to take some work to crack. Worse, if someone was willing to risk a break-in to get to coded data, there had to be something worth finding. Even if they didn’t know what it was.

      “If you really want to get on Elise’s good side, I’d repaint her door too. She’s rather attached to it.” On cue, Zoey’s phone buzzed. Then again. And kept buzzing with more texts. She unlocked it and showed the images of a scratched front door to Liam. “See? I told you she’s mad.” Zoey looked up at Liam, her voice serious. “And you’re sure she’s going to be okay?”

      “The longer I’m in this business, the less sure I am about anything. If she wants to move, we can try to help her find a place that’s more secure. You can tell her that tonight when you talk. Unless I’m wrong and there won’t be a long phone call.” Liam gave her a knowing look.

      Zoey eyed him. “Someone should have warned me that working with FBI agents means they pick up on everything.”

      Liam smiled. “Not everything.”

      Zoey swallowed, then gestured to the flash drive. “We should probably get that back to Alexis, huh?”
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      After spending much of the previous evening talking to Elise, as Liam had predicted, Zoey did more tossing and turning than sleeping. While her sister’s local support network helped relieve some of Zoey’s fears about being several states away, she now had more brain space to wonder why anyone would plan to have an accident in the lab. And what it had to do with her. Someone needed to do something. Anything. She’d go there herself if it meant her sister would be safe. It was her flash drive, after all. Just being back in Denver would take the focus off Elise. Her first stop after arriving at the K-9 training facility was the office area, in the hopes that she might run into Alexis or Liam. Liam’s desk was empty, but Alexis was typing away. Zoey brought Tasha to a heel. “Did you figure out what the rest of those numbers meant?”

      Alexis looked up from her computer, Waffle mirroring the action just behind her. In better circumstances, it might have even been a little funny. “Good morning! Not personally. I’ve sent it to my best people, though. We’ll see what they can find.”

      “Okay. Thank you. If you can send the files to me, I’ll keep working with them too.”

      “Sure! It won’t hurt anything. Well, not the version we send you anyway.” She tapped her fingers on the desk. “You should know, there was spyware on the flash drive that attempted to automatically download itself to our machine.”

      “Like a virus?” Zoey put her hands over her mouth. “Did I break your computer?”

      “No.” Alexis scoffed. “They’d have to do better than that to outsmart Jordan—he’s my IT pro and he developed that machine setup personally.” Alexis got the twinkle in her eye that Zoey now recognized as Alexis’s tell when she knew she was outsmarting her opponent. “He took a look at it—the program is designed to work in the background of your computer and generate a report of keystrokes and clicks.”

      Zoey thumped into Alexis’s guest chair. “Why would someone want to spy on me?” Tasha laid her head on Zoey’s leg, and she pet the dog absently, holding the end of the leash in her hand. “I’m the most boring person in the world.”

      Tasha tugged on the leash a moment before Zoey heard Liam’s warm voice behind her. “I don’t think that’s true.”

      Zoey paused to bring Tasha back to lay by her side, then greeted Tank and Liam. “Morning.”

      Liam gave her an easy smile and her heart flipped a little. Yeah, that wasn’t super convenient. He looked towards Alexis. “Why does Alexis have a furrow between her eyebrows?”

      Zoey shrugged. “That’s probably my fault. I was asking if she’d cracked the code overnight. And apparently there was spyware on the flash drive.”

      “Ah. That. I suspect it was triggered any time someone opened the hidden files. If it makes you feel better, you’re in about the safest place you could imagine, surrounded by FBI agents and dogs who are great at sniffing out danger.”

      Alexis gave a rueful smile. “…If you know what the danger smells like. At least it’s another clue. The only problem is, we shouldn’t still be getting clues. I can’t imagine that the dates listed on the flash drive, the lab incident, and the break-in are all a coincidence, particularly considering the call we got a few weeks ago. The extra line without a date is worrisome. Whoever is making trouble isn’t done yet.”

      Zoey’s eyebrows furrowed. “So, they wanted to get rid of the evidence?”

      “Maybe.” Liam frowned. “All we know is the flash drive was important enough for them to break into your apartment.”

      Zoey tensed at the thought of her sister’s sprained wrist. She’d been lucky that was the worst of it. “This is my fault.”

      “It is a lot of things, but it’s not that.” Liam sat down in the chair next to Zoey. “Do you think Lynn Sosa, the new CEO, is in on it?”

      Alexis rubbed her neck. “I talked with her, and she claimed that she’s interested in keeping their house clean.”

      Zoey ran a hand through her hair. “Yeah, but if she’s the one who realized that breaking the law is financially lucrative, we can’t exactly ask her. She could go after Elise again. I don’t exactly love the idea of looking over my shoulder forever, but my sister getting hurt…” Zoey choked up a little, then cleared her throat. “It just can’t happen.”

      “We could reengage our old witnesses, maybe interview the suspects on Scarlett’s list again?” Tank settled down next to Liam, his nose nearly touching Tasha’s.

      Alexis tapped a pencil on her desk. “But we can’t give them a warning. We need to be surgical. They don’t know we have the flash drive. If we spook them, we’ll lose even the small advantage we have.” Alexis sighed and looked back at her computer. “We’ll look back at the file with the new numbers and see if that gives us any clues about its author or their next steps. Whoever is still there is smart enough to be careful in their communications. We’ve combed through everything.”

      “We’ll comb through it again.” Liam set his mouth in a line.

      Zoey gave Tasha a quick scratch behind the ears. “What else is there to look at, really? I mean, the only thing that’s changed is that I have something they want. Oh. Well, that would solve all of our problems at once.” Zoey took a few seconds to analyze the situation as if it was a problem in her lab. Looking at the situation analytically, the answer was as obvious as reading out a measurement from her equipment. Just like when an experiment failed, she didn’t like the answer, but reality didn’t change just because she didn’t like it. Zoey set her mouth in a line. “I need to go back. Now.”

      “Back where? To Colorado? Of course, if you need to go spend some time with Elise, we understand.” Alexis looked back at her computer. “We’ll just need to make sure you take some precautions. With the break-in and the fire, we really shouldn’t risk your safety—”

      Zoey held up a staying hand. “I mean that I want to go back to Future State. They’ve asked me to come back and I’ve turned them down. I mean, I wasn’t that desperate yet. Now, things have changed.”

      Alexis tilted her head with concern. “Zoey, I support you. No matter what. And I told you when you started that you should look for paid opportunities until we can give you something more solid. I meant that. But I don’t think it’s a good time to go back to Future State.”

      “Not sure?” Liam crossed his arms. “Of course, you shouldn’t go back. You even said that you have something they want.”

      “Exactly.” Zoey gave him a look. “And if anything else happens to Elise because it’s safer for me to be here, having fun with the dogs, I just…I can’t. She’s the only family I have left, and if it was my fault—”

      Alexis leaned in. “Zoey, she won’t want you in danger either. There was already an explosion in the lab at Future State. I talked to Scarlett about this—she thinks the next step is almost guaranteed to be an escalation.”

      Zoey shook her head. “No. It wasn’t an explosion. It was thermal runaway. It’s a big fire, not a big boom. Marco put it out without the batteries exploding or completely burning down the lab. See, this is what I can do that no one else can.” Zoey took a deep breath, trying to rein in her shaky emotions.

      “I can’t let you do this for us.” Alexis winced. “You’re already almost volunteering for us. Asking you to walk straight into danger is a step too far. I can send someone from our team.”

      “This is as much for me as it is for you.” Zoey crossed her arms. “We can work together. I’ll take the job Future State insists on offering me every few weeks, then we can figure out who wants the flash drive back. As a team. This time, I won’t be blindsided.”

      “Wait.” Alexis froze. “Future State offers you a job every few weeks? Who is offering you the job?”

      Zoey frowned. “Someone in HR. I have the emails. I can send them to you.”

      “I don’t like that.” Liam rubbed the back of his neck. “Someone wants you close. Why?”

      “Who knows? Who wants the flash drive badly enough to break into my apartment? Why do I have it?” Zoey threw up her hands. “Running tests in the lab shouldn’t put a target on my back! Especially now that the entire world knows they were making up the results. I am the least important person at that company.” Tasha settled on the floor, her face resting next to Zoey’s foot. Zoey began to pet her, and Tasha’s ears laid back to allow for easier petting.

      “This goes way beyond the job you offered to do for us, Zoey.” Alexis rubbed her temples. She had stopped openly disagreeing at least.

      Liam stood and began to pace the room. “If you go back, you need a shadow from the FBI with you. Even if you have both of us on speed dial. Someone didn’t break into your apartment for fun.”

      “I know.” Zoey’s heart began to thunder. “Listen, we know this isn’t over. It’s entirely possible that I’ve been spending too much time with all of the agents here, but what if this is bigger than anyone thought? And now we know there is a ticking time bomb. Maybe literally. I still have friends at Future State. I may be too much of a chicken to talk to them, but that doesn’t mean I stopped caring.”

      Liam sighed. “How hard is it to get a job there?”

      Zoey pulled out her phone to search the website. “I mean, they haven’t exactly had a line out the door lately. Their reputation is slowly improving, but it’s going to take time.”

      Alexis looked up from typing on her computer. “They have an opening for an entry-level project manager. Think you can fake it, Liam?”

      Liam looked over at Zoey. “Let’s ask the engineer. Can I fake it?”

      Zoey nodded. “Sure. I did it as part of my job in the lab. If you have the patience to teach dogs to sniff out explosives and help their trainers to have fun in the process, learning some new software shouldn’t be that hard. I can walk you through what I know on breaks and help you while you’re there.”

      Liam gave her a lopsided smile. “Well, turnabout is fair play. You’ve been a good sport with the dogs.” He looked back to Alexis. “Will the FBI submit the application, or do you need me to work something up?”

      Alexis shook her head. “You’ve got your hands full. Why don’t you and Zoey focus on your work here? I’ll get the process started for you, Liam. I’ll work up a résumé that’s hard to turn down. We’ll get local law enforcement to keep an eye on the place, but we need to get you in the door as soon as possible.”

      Zoey winced. “What are the odds of us being too late?”

      “A lot better than when we didn’t know anything. Zoey, you reach out to HR. I think I can get Liam in within a month. If I’m wrong, I’ll buy you a beer at Bridges next time we go.” Alexis arched her brows and despite her stress, Zoey grinned, a bit of stress melting away. The thought of getting a beer and laughing with the mountain biking crew smoothed the rough edges of her nerves, just a little.

      Liam whistled for Tank, who jumped up off the floor to follow him. “Thanks for working up my alias, Alex. I owe you one.”

      Alexis smiled. “I think the reverse is true, but you’re welcome all the same.”
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      An update flashed on a burner phone, and it took a moment to decipher the coded message: “Still no sign of the flash drive.” Damn it. That engineer had probably taken it with her when she’d left. The files were hidden, but she was clever. They’d gotten away with the lab fire, but they still needed that flash drive back. The pictures that came with the text showed that Zoey was gone but hadn’t moved. Searches on social media indicated she was taking a career break, but there was little additional detail available publicly. Her current position was left noticeably blank on career websites. She had to be running out of funds—if she came back, they’d at least find out what she knew and who she had told. And get back the evidence she wasn’t supposed to have. Killing her would be a last resort of course, but if it was necessary, it would have to be done. Commitments had been made and there was no way to back out now.

      Five minutes passed, but no more information came. People milled about the offices, oblivious to their own ignorance. The groundwork laid by the battery fire while the office was empty would serve its intended purpose. The flash drive, once decoded, would show, without a doubt, that Marco had planned everything while management remained oblivious. Vindication was inevitable, even though everyone on the team had been subjected to an insulting number of interviews and polygraphs. Every question had been answered truthfully. They just hadn’t asked the right ones.
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        * * *

      

      Liam walked out to the training yard with Tank, a million questions flying through his mind. Not least of which was how he was going to keep Zoey safe when she had somehow become the key player in a potentially explosive investigation. A part of him briefly considered if they’d walked into a trap and Zoey herself was involved. She was so eager to go out to Future State with very little training. Considering they’d just busted a dirty agent, anyone could be a suspect. He gave ample thought to the notion before dismissing it—giving substantial weight to her polygraphs, Tasha’s adoration for the research engineer, and everything they’d been through. If someone threatened his family’s safety, he wouldn’t think twice either.

      Liam spotted Zoey already at the agility course and she waved. Tank thumped his tail and looked up at Liam. He shook his head. “I know, boy. I like her too. I’m trying not to let my judgement get affected.” Tank turned his head in confusion and Liam chuckled. “Okay, I might be losing it if I’m trying to explain myself to my dog. No offense, buddy.” Tank wagged his tail, and they began to conduct their normal walk of the yard.

      Zoey turned her focus back to Tasha, cheering her partner’s progress. It was still early in their training, but they were already developing the kind of relationship he hoped all of his students would have. They were a high-functioning pair, with results far beyond expectations considering their short time together. While Zoey was doing a great job with the curriculum, she didn’t look like a federal agent, which would help her fly under the radar. And if he could pull his head out of his backside and focus on his job, it was objectively a good idea to send her to Future State. As long as she had backup.

      After a full day of teaching, Liam checked his watch. Zoey would be finishing up her training in another hour or so. He left the office to pick up dinner from Curva del Río, which Zoey had raved about her first week on the job. By the time he’d returned to his desk, their well-earned meal was beckoning. Zoey soon joined with Tasha in tow. Zoey closed her eyes and smelled the air. “Please tell me that’s from the place you went to the day I brought Tasha home. And that you got enough to share.”

      Liam grinned. “Yes, to both. I am planning on being a pain in your butt while you teach me project management. The least I could do is buy you a meal.”

      Zoey studied him. “You’re a good egg, Liam Graham.”

      “It’s just enchiladas and tamales. And tacos. I wasn’t sure what you liked.” He felt his face heat.

      “All of the above.” Fortunately, Zoey saved him from himself and scooped herself a large portion. Her hair was sticking to her face a little and he realized she must have just finished the end-of-day workout with the other agents. He slid over, making room for her chair at his computer. To his surprise, she turned to face him. “Okay, we’re going to start with philosophy before we ever touch this computer. Project management is a way of thinking about the world. First, we break complex problems into smaller, more manageable, chunks. Then we do it again, and again, until we have fully defined our problem, right? If you understand what you’re up against, it’s easier to solve. So first, we understand, then we communicate. At Future State, it’s about understanding the technology too, but we’ll get you there. I would make the argument you already understand project management. I just have to convince you of it and show you what buttons to push on the computer.”

      Liam suddenly realized he was staring at her, a little breathless at her passion for what he considered to be a profoundly dull subject. He dished out his own portion of enchiladas. “Okay, I’m convinced. I may steal your explanation if I get an interview, if you don’t mind.”

      Zoey looked a little embarrassed. “Not at all.” She cleared her throat. “Okay, now onto software.”

      Two hours later, Liam’s brain was more tired than his body. Like when they were training the dogs, they’d taken breaks, and Zoey taught him what he needed to know in bite-sized pieces, with the promise of doing the same every night until he got a job. She’d even typed up a bulleted list of talking points for him when he began his interviews. He was ready to call it for the night, but he wasn’t going to be the one to admit he was exhausted. Alexis had submitted an impressive résumé with a similarly impressive list of FBI-friendly references who would claim he was the best project manager this side of the Mississippi. Now, he just needed it to be enough. Whether or not he got in, Zoey was ready to go back, and he wasn’t going to be able to stop her. If the Future State recruitment emails were any indication, she’d walk in the front door to a “welcome home” parade. He couldn’t send her back into the lion’s den alone. Zoey looked up from the computer with warmth dancing in her eyes. “Have you had enough, or do you need more spreadsheets?”

      “Oh man, I can’t think of anything more fun. Might reschedule mountain biking this weekend so I can spend more time with numbers. This is what you love to do, huh?”

      Zoey paused before answering. Normally, their banter was quickfire and he considered backpedaling. Then, she spoke. “I mean, yeah. I know it sounds funny, but I love a lot of different things. This is a tool to accomplish things in the most efficient way possible. With it, we can get a lot more science done with the same amount of time and money. So, in context, yes, I love it.”

      Liam stared at her for a few moments, unsure of what to say next. She just kept surprising him.

      She cringed. “What is it? What did I say?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s just…I thought you were a very impressive person when we met. But I realize now I underestimated you.”

      A smile crept across her face and her eyes sparkled. “You’re just saying that to get out of more spreadsheets. For the record, I am not fooled. You can go home. No need to resort to flattery.”
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      When Zoey reached the offices the following morning, Alexis’s office was abuzz with activity. Liam and Scarlett were both inside, deeply engaged in conversation with Alexis. They turned in tandem when Zoey showed up. “Did I miss a meeting?”

      Scarlett waved her in. “Nope, I just got here. We got a nibble on Liam’s résumé. Not bad for one day. Did you get anything?”

      “I did. Just this morning. I was going to see if I should reply to their request for a phone interview.”

      Scarlett pumped her fist. “Great news, Zoey. Please accept it. Liam’s phone interview is in a few days. I’d like you to practice with him until he feels comfortable with the standard corporate questions.”

      Alexis gave her a sheet of paper with questions that seemed oddly familiar. Zoey frowned. Alexis cleared her throat. “It’s possible that we did some searching and found their interview questions. We have connections with the consulting firm that developed them.”

      “Aha. Yes. I can definitely help. Did you find out who the hiring manager for Liam’s role is?”

      Alexis nodded. “Your old boss, Marco Ortiz.” And, as if she wouldn’t remember, Alexis added, “The one who was injured in the big fire, not the big boom.”

      Zoey’s chest tightened and she couldn’t quite laugh at Alexis’s quippy throwback joke. She smiled tightly. “Okay. Marco definitely has a preferred type of employee. I can get you there.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      

      Within days, Zoey had exchanged several emails with her contact in HR and had an easy phone call where they made it clear they wanted her back as soon as possible. Given the speed at which she and Liam were getting responses, Future State was obviously having a hard time finding people. Still, her brain kept going back to the flash drive and metaphorical ticking time bomb. They were moving at lightning speed in corporate time, but too slow for her liking. Thanks to her follow-up interview, which felt more like a recruitment call, she found out the person she’d be working for was new, which was a relief. There was no need to provide any more advance information to the FBI profiler. The flash drive existed before Zoey left the company, which meant that this plan had been in the works for months. Maybe years. Zoey shivered at the thought.

      A week after her first interview, Future State extended her a verbal job offer, and Zoey said she’d be available to start her new job in a few weeks. While she’d rather start sooner, like that day, the FBI wanted Liam there from the first minute she stepped her foot in the door. If Liam didn’t get a similar offer soon, the FBI was threatening to call off her involvement entirely. But she wasn’t an official FBI employee, and more than once she wondered if she’d go anyway. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be necessary.

      For Liam’s part, it was hard to imagine him preparing any more. He’d even taken notes on her feedback and practiced his answers until he implemented every last piece of her advice. She had expected him to be a better teacher than student, but once again, he’d surprised her. Despite wanting to eavesdrop on his final round of video interviews, she managed to merely pace outside the soundproof door of the conference room. Tasha lay on the floor with her head on her paws, her eyes following her nervous human as she walked back and forth in the hallway. While Zoey waited, her ideas about what could happen when she arrived back in Colorado got more and more creative. Her stomach turned at the idea of putting Future State on her résumé again, but she pushed it back. It wasn’t real. It was a temporary charade to find out why someone was coming after her. Liam would be with her. Unless he didn’t get the job. No. That wasn’t going to happen. She leaned her ear against the door, but she heard nothing. When her nerves started to falter, she texted Elise to see how she was doing.

      A few dots appeared. Okay. How are you doing out there?

      Zoey stared at her phone and for the first time in recent memory, lied to her sister. For her protection. Liam was going to get the job. She should start laying the groundwork. This FBI thing isn’t really working out. I’m going to go back to Future State. It’s a paycheck, at least.

      Elise’s reply was nearly instantaneous. NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT. I WILL NOT CHARGE YOU RENT. I WILL MAKE YOU CUPCAKES. AND ALL THE TEA YOU CAN DRINK. WHATEVER IT TAKES.

      Zoey took a deep breath. I’m running out of options. I can’t keep working for free. Maybe I can salvage something.

      WE WILL TALK ABOUT THIS.

      Zoey’s heart pounded and she typed one last message. Deal. Well, Elise’s all-caps reply was less than reassuring. Zoey slipped the phone back in her pocket and ran a hand down her face. Elise’s human lie detector skills were on par with Scarlett’s polygraph. She turned to go out in the yard with Tasha and ran smack into Liam. He caught her arm before she fell, and they both froze, her arm tingling at his touch. He let her go instantaneously and took a step back. Zoey cleared her throat. “How did it go?”

      Liam ran a hand through his short, black hair. “You’re right. They are desperate. I have to do one last video interview with another team tomorrow, but they acted like it was a formality.”

      Zoey eyed him. “If I saw your fabricated résumé come in the door, I’d try to hire you right away too.” She shrugged. “Although to be fair, even without it, I’d hire you in a heartbeat. I wish all of my employees had the same amount of patience as you do.”

      “I would say the same.”

      Zoey snorted. “You wouldn’t if you saw me pacing out here. Tasha’s neck got a workout watching me walk up and down the hallway.” From her mat on the floor, Tasha lifted her head off her paws. She had her mouth open in a smile that Zoey now knew was common in Samoyeds, thanks to some Google searching on her best guesses for Tasha’s makeup. Zoey grinned. “Not to mention, she’s doing all the hard work. I’m just holding the leash.”

      Liam eyed her. “I think you almost believe that. Tasha is very smart, but she’s made it clear that she won’t work for just anyone.”

      Zoey called Tasha, who stretched, then bounded over, her fluffy tail waving like a flag. “I think that’s what I like about her. To be approved by Miss Pickypants is a great honor.” On cue, Tasha licked her hand. “Want to go work, girl?” Tasha went down into a play bow, then bounced up, front paws lifting off the ground. Her wagging tail began to generate a cool breeze in the hallway. Zoey laughed. “I think that’s a yes. Come on, Liam, we have our marching orders.” They began to walk towards the door and Zoey paused. “Oh, hey. Small thing. I told my sister I was going back to Future State and she’s one step away from flying out to have an intervention with me. What am I allowed to tell her? I’d offer up our apartment for housing, but dogs aren’t allowed and I’m assuming that Tank will be coming with you.”

      “For sure.” Liam stopped and the dogs sat, waiting patiently for their people to realize they hadn’t made it out to the yard yet. “Honestly, I want you close to someone from the FBI. If that’s me, that’s fine. If you’d rather, we can find someone local. But I do think moving back into your apartment will put Elise in some amount of danger.”

      Zoey rubbed a spot between her eyebrows. “Elise is going to think I have lost my marbles after fussing so much over her and then moving somewhere else. Unless…” Zoey looked up into Liam’s face and her cheeks heated. “Nope, that’s a bad idea. Nope. Nope. Nope.”

      “You didn’t pitch an idea.”

      “I did. In my head. And it’s bad. So, we’re going to move on.”

      She started walking away but Liam caught up quickly. “Zoey, we’re short on ideas and you generally have good ones. I’ll level with you if I think it won’t work.”

      Zoey’s neck heated and she looked at a spot on the wall. He’d used the tone of voice that made all the dogs trust him, and she was more than a little embarrassed it was working on her too. “The only way Elise isn’t going to think I lost my marbles so she backs off—and we both know that’s the key”—Zoey rubbed the back of her neck and the words began to pour out of her mouth without her permission—“is if she thinks you’re my boyfriend. That’s a bad idea on so many levels. I’ve probably made you uncomfortable just by suggesting it. The FBI would for sure flip out, and Elise is going to ask a lot of questions about you I can’t answer. In fact, forget I asked. It’s got to be crossing a line in one of those training documents or something.”

      When she finally worked up the courage to look at Liam, his eyes were bright, and he was biting his lip to hold back a laugh. “Is that all?”

      “I could probably think of more terrible ideas if you gave me enough time.”

      Liam grinned. “I’m not uncomfortable. That’s a great idea.”

      “Sorry, what? I just told you all the reasons it wasn’t a great idea.”

      “But those are all things we can overcome. I wouldn’t have suggested it, but I think you’re right—that’s the perfect answer. The FBI won’t care if we both agree to it. In fact, it solves a lot of our problems at once. Your sister is still going to ask questions, but I can coach you on my background, or we can make things up.”

      “Well, okay then. Sure. That’s great. It’s a plan.” Zoey cleared her throat. “I guess we better spend some time creating a backstory.”

      By the evening, Zoey and Liam had their story developed enough for Zoey to feel prepared to talk to Elise. Hopefully, all of the complicated storytelling would be enough to satisfy Elise’s curiosity and keep her away from Future State.
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      The weeks leading up to Zoey’s undercover work at Future State were reminiscent of her senior year of college, when she was juggling final projects like they were flaming batons. She even had to set reminders for meals, so she remembered to eat. Liam had received a job offer, as expected, and would start the same week she would. They’d reported their relationship to expedite his start date and start laying the groundwork for the story they would tell when they arrived.

      During breaks at the hangar, Zoey continued to train Liam to work for Future State. In return, he had been giving her extra lessons in self-defense. The unexpected side benefit of all of the self-defense training was the impact it had on Zoey’s confidence. Shaken by her own feelings of powerlessness after the break-in, each new skill rebuilt it, just a little. The agents at the facility seemed to intuit how good it was for her, and she had more sparring partners than she truly needed. Similarly, after minimal nudging from Zoey, and after her doctor declared her well enough to work out with the proper wrist brace, Elise began taking self-defense classes in Colorado. Together, they were both reclaiming their confidence and sharing complaints about sore muscles via text messages and dramatic GIFs. And, it had distracted Elise enough that she only complained about Zoey’s return to Future State once every few days instead of every day. In the moments when Zoey wasn’t worried about whether they were moving fast enough to stop a ticking time bomb, she began to feel better than she had in years.

      Liam, too, learned Zoey’s field quickly, and he didn’t seem to mind their time together. Their friendship and easy banter blossomed, which alarmed her if she stopped to think about it. So, she stopped thinking about it. Since the loss of her parents, she didn’t get attached to others easily. Still, despite the short timeframe, it was impossible for her not to let her guard down a little. As their friendship developed organically, the idea of faking being a couple with Liam became less intimidating. Sharing a post-ride beer at Bridges with the biking crew was quickly becoming the highlight of her week, despite the extra bumps and bruises that came along with being a new rider. She still felt like an awkward outsider at times but was having too much fun to stop because of it.

      Tasha, too, improved her skills dramatically. At each new success, Zoey began to feel a pang of loss at the idea of leaving her partner behind while she flew to Colorado with Liam and Tank. After one particularly victorious training session, Zoey walked straight to Alexis’s office with Tasha following behind at a fast clip. Alexis looked up and a grin crossed her face. “I have no idea what’s coming, but I want to be clear that I am so here for it.”

      Zoey laughed, all of the tension slipping from her shoulders. “Alex, you’re one of a kind.”

      “The time with the dogs has been really good for you.” Alexis leaned back in her chair. “You seem genuinely happy to be here. And surprisingly, you don’t look like you’re here to back out of your offer to go back to Future State.”

      “I’m not. In fact, I’m worried we aren’t moving fast enough.” Zoey rubbed the back of her neck. “That said, I don’t want to leave Tasha behind. She doesn’t have another trainer and she’s doing amazing. I could continue her training in the evenings after work.”

      “Ah, you’ve gotten attached.”

      “That too.” Tasha sat perfectly, ears forward and eyes focused on Alexis, as if waiting for Alexis’s verdict as much as Zoey.

      “That happens more than you think.” Alexis looked down at a sleeping Waffle. She took a deep breath. “I’d love that. If you’re willing to take Tasha with you, we can get you some paperwork that allows you to fly with her. She’s passed all of her certifications, we’ll just need to formalize it. She’ll be part of your cover story: a family pet.”

      Zoey nodded. “How about I tell Elise that she’s a dog that didn’t make the cut? Since she knows I came here?”

      “That’ll work. Are you worried Elise might tell someone you’ve been working with the FBI?”

      “I mean, I told people. I was pretty cheesed off at Future State and let a few close friends know that I was going to take an unpaid job with the FBI thanks to them.”

      Alexis tapped her chin. “Okay…that could be a slight problem. If anyone asks about your work with the FBI, tell them the work was okay enough but not what you loved, since it just ended up being an unpaid research partnership with Indiana Polytechnic. And if they don’t know about the FBI, just tell them you were working with Indiana Polytechnic. It’s not pretty, but we can make it work. I’ll get Matt to corroborate.”

      “And Liam?”

      “He’s an old friend from college who lived in the area.”

      “Nope. Can’t do that.” Zoey shook her head. “Elise and I went to the same college. She won’t fall for it. Better go with the internship at the solar company I worked for in California, just before my junior year. She wasn’t able to make it out for a visit.”

      Alexis smiled. “Okay. You met Liam at an internship at a solar company. You reconnected when you were both looking for work, and he thinks Future State is on the way back up. He convinced you to come back. Although, I’d downplay that last bit for Elise. From what you’ve told us, she doesn’t sound too fond of the F-word.” Alexis leaned forward. “Are you ready for all of this?”

      “No. Not at all.” Zoey raised her eyes to the ceiling. “But I have to be. Did your team figure out what the rest of those numbers meant yet?”

      “Some of it.” Alexis frowned. “Part of the code appears to be GPS coordinates.”

      Zoey’s chest tightened. “And where is the third target?”

      “They conveniently left that part off. Along with the date. The first set of coordinates is for the Future State building, tied to the date they were raided. That’s the whole number. The second set has the date of the lab fire, an additional seven-digit number we can’t work out, and the GPS coordinates to the Future State building again. The third set has no date, another twenty-eight digits, and no GPS coordinates, no matter how we slice it. I talked to Scarlett, and she thinks someone could be leaving a trail on purpose. They want someone to know what they’re doing, but they aren’t giving us enough information to stop them.”

      Zoey’s breath caught. “Why do they want us to know what they’re doing?”

      “I’m not sure. I am sure that our criminal is playing cat and mouse. I don’t like anything about this. Be careful, Zoey, okay? Stick to Liam like glue. You aren’t an agent, and we only want you acting as an informant. If you get even a bad feeling, you need to get out of there.”

      A strange pang of disappointment hit her in the stomach when Alexis pointed out that she wasn’t an agent. Wait. Did she want to be an agent? She blinked a few times to clear her head. “So, no dangerous stuff for me?”

      Alexis gave her a gentle smile. “I’ve seen you training with the others and you’re doing great, but you’re still new to this. Liam’s job is to keep you out of physical danger. We’re going to ramp up security screens for people entering the building, and we have some local friends with the FBI who can help keep an eye on the place. It’ll mitigate some of the risks, but you’re still looking for the person who hurt your sister and set a fire in a lab full of explosive material. This is not something that I’d say was as safe as walking down the street.”

      Zoey swallowed hard. “Well, even that has its risks. I trust Liam.”

      Alexis studied her. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. Your flight leaves Sunday. I’ll get you your tickets and Tasha’s paperwork. If you have any problems at all, you have my number. We’re all rooting for you. Go get ’em.”

      

      When Liam and Zoey finally arrived at the Denver airport, managing carry-ons and the end of Tasha’s leash was more chaos than Zoey had ever experienced at the Academy. While Tank was the model of canine behavior, Zoey had to watch Tasha extremely closely for distractions and gently correct her more than her older mentor. Tasha wore a vest that indicated she was a working dog in training, but that didn’t stop a handful of people from trying to pet her or stopping her to ask questions, and it took time to get Tasha back on track. She found herself avoiding eye contact with all strangers so as not to encourage them. By the time they made it to baggage claim, her shoulders were nearly up to her ears. Alexis regularly sent teams to the airport as part of their training, and Zoey was beginning to understand why. Once out of the busiest part of the crowd, she hissed at Liam, “This is bonkers. Do you deal with this all the time?”

      “More than you think. I’ve gotten pretty good at the non-verbals to keep people from stopping me and Tank.”

      “Wow. You might have superpowers. Mind teaching this girl how to tell people to get lost without saying a word? I didn’t see you throwing elbows, and that was my big idea. Your kind of non-verbals seem like a better idea.” Zoey scanned her surroundings to see if anyone was getting closer.

      Liam grinned. “Okay, we’ve got a live one at three o’clock.” She watched as a woman on their right eyed Tank and took a tentative step forward. Liam gave her a wave that was also a bit of a brush off, then kept walking purposefully towards the baggage claim. She hung back long enough for them to get by.

      “Okay. Acknowledge, confuse, get the heck out of there. That worked this time. But what if I was using Tasha as a service dog? Wouldn’t that be a little disruptive to have people ask to pet her all day?” Tasha looked up at her name and Zoey gave her a reassuring pat.

      “Extremely. It’s something people with service dogs have to deal with more frequently than they should. But I hope as people get more used to seeing dogs around, people will learn and those norms will adjust.” He looked down at Tank. “There are a lot of great programs that train dogs for all kinds of jobs. Now we just have to train the people.”

      Before she could respond, Zoey spotted Elise waving them down and skidded to a stop. She grabbed Liam’s elbow. “Um, Liam, my sister is over there. I told her when I was landing, but I didn’t expect for her to come to the airport.” Liam moved his arm, and she immediately felt her smaller hand enveloped in Liam’s larger one.

      Liam threaded his fingers through hers and pulled her a little closer. “This okay?”

      Warmth flooded through Zoey, and she stumbled on the flat floor before finding her balance and walking towards her sister. “Yep. It’s great. Totally normal.” She cleared her throat. “Fair warning, Elise has an uncanny ability to see through BS.”

      Liam smiled. “Excellent.”

      Before Zoey could say anything further, Elise bounded over and gave Zoey a hug. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too. How is your wrist?”

      Elise raised an eyebrow. “I told you it was fine on the phone. No distracting me from the more important question. Who is this nice man you’ve never mentioned until a few weeks ago?”

      Zoey chuckled. “Elise, this is my boyfriend, Liam.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Elise. I’ve heard so much about you.” Liam gave her a warm smile.

      “It’s nice to meet you too.” Elise eyed Liam and the two dogs. “I thought you were local?”

      “I am. I was just out visiting Zoey to help her move.”

      “She only left with a couple of suitcases.” Elise put a hand on her hip. “Why does the family pet you brought on the plane have a working dog vest on? And why is my previously well-adjusted sister now going back to the company that has been the cause of her stress for the past several months? Do you have any idea what she’s been through?” Elise stared at Liam a beat too long. Zoey shot a look at Liam, but before either of them could answer, Elise’s eyes went wide. “Oh. I get it. Oh no. Zoey. No. Absolutely not. No. This is a very bad idea.”

      Zoey pulled Elise’s elbow to bring her in close. “Elise, not here.”

      “You should take those vests off the dogs pronto. It’s a big city, but it’s not that big.” Elise maintained eye contact with Liam without moving. “Before you settle into your new alleged love nest, stop by our apartment. We need to talk.” Elise crossed her arms. “And I have the strangest feeling if someone gets upset, your new ‘boyfriend’ has a badge that might convince anyone who asks that the dogs are allowed in our apartment.”

      Liam looked around them. As far as Zoey could tell, everyone was very focused on their own activity, staring at their phones and lugging their bags off of the belts. “Elise, can you do me a favor? Give us a chance to explain before you call, text, or talk to anyone about your suspicions, okay?”

      At this, Elise looked offended. “Of course. I wouldn’t put you in danger.”

      It was a quiet ride to Zoey’s old apartment. The streets were familiar, but she was anything but reassured. She looked out of the car window and attempted to let the beauty of the mountains calm her. As always, they took her breath away, but this time, they didn’t do much to lower her heart rate.

      Sooner than Zoey was ready for it, she directed Liam to park in her assigned spot in the parking lot at the apartment complex. It was outside the metro area and the dogs had some patches of grass to thoroughly investigate before they made their way to Elise’s apartment. They didn’t even have time to knock on the freshly repainted purple door before it opened. “Welcome back, lovebirds. Step into my office.”

      Liam followed Zoey inside, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he walked around the living room with a device in his hand. Tank followed him closely, sniffing every surface in the room. “I’m going to take a look at the rest of the apartment. You two stay here.”

      Elise’s bravado slipped and her face paled. “Of course. Yes.” Tasha sniffed Elise’s hand and Elise promptly dropped down to properly greet the dog. Zoey joined her and soon they were both laughing, petting Zoey’s fluffy new friend, who kept sneaking licks on their noses. Elise put her arm around Zoey, and Zoey leaned into the hug. “This is bonkers, you know. But I think I’m starting to understand.”

      Zoey smiled and nudged Elise. “Thank you.” This apartment had been her home for years, and it felt wrong not to bring her bags into her room and stretch out on the familiar red couch with its bright yellow flowered throw pillows. A painting of a field of sunflowers was hanging above it. Zoey had seen the flowers while driving through Kansas, facing the sun as if posing for a picture together and had to recreate the feeling the flowers gave her. Elise’s comfortable style and Zoey’s handmade contributions made the apartment feel like home.

      Soon, Liam returned, looking noticeably more relaxed, and both women stood. Liam gave a nod of satisfaction. “Your apartment is clear. I was worried your thieves may have planted listening devices, but fortunately, they didn’t. Are you living here again?”

      “Yes.” Elise looked Liam in the eyes, and he stood straight and still under her appraisal. “Okay, so you’re obviously FBI and not a project manager.”

      Liam shifted his weight. “Correct. We believe the break-in here was related to a recent fire in the Future State test labs. We think the fire was set deliberately. And we don’t think the case is closed.”

      “And the listening devices? Oh no. They came looking here for information. That’s why they didn’t take anything.” Elise raised her hand to her mouth. “Oh, that’s not good. We need to protect you, Zoey.” Zoey waited for her observant sister to connect the dots. “Oh. Oh. I get it. Liam is your bodyguard. I’m more okay with that.” Elise squeezed her eyes tight. “But this is not a good idea. Is this a good idea? I don’t think this is a good idea. Maybe it is? No. It’s not.”

      Zoey began to make a cup of tea for Elise, not unlike what her sister had done for her what seemed like a lifetime ago. “Sit down and hear me out.” She rummaged through the cabinets for Elise’s favorite mug and started the electric kettle. Tank and Tasha, sensing Elise’s distress, double-teamed her, taking turns setting their noses in her lap. “Someone broke into our apartment, looking for something. I checked my belongings and I have a flash drive from Future State with some spyware and coded information about past events on it. And, it’s clear from the information on the flash drive that they have more plans. But what are those plans? And who are the people making them?” Zoey found herbal tea and placed a teabag in the empty mug. She poured hot water over the teabag and slid the mug to Elise. “That’s the question, right? And I’m the only one who can answer it, unless I want to constantly worry about someone breaking in and hurting my sister again. Particularly since the same sister has told me repeatedly that she is just fine and won’t move because ‘some poopburger of a human’ decided to break in.”

      “If they wanted to really hurt me, they would have.” Elise rubbed at her wrist. “I’m a lot more worried they’d come after you.”

      “I’m obviously already on their radar. Elise, if they’d had a bigger fire, a little closer to the materials cabinets, with a full office…” Zoey shook her head. “My old coworkers dodged a major bullet and there’s every indication this was just a warning shot. Future State has been begging me to come back since I left, so that will hardly raise suspicion. And Liam can fake it with my help. We have a plan.”

      “And as someone who has planned multiple projects, do any of them go exactly as you’ve planned?” Elise took a sip of tea from her mug, looking at Zoey over the rim.

      Zoey studied a spot on the ceiling. “We’ll figure it out. And like always, if something unexpected happens, the plan will get us back on track. But if I stay with you, that puts you in even more danger. And honestly, that’s the last thing you need. Or frankly, I need. I’d never stop feeling bad if something happened to you because of me. If they know I’m back in town, they’ll come after me, not you.”

      “That’s not as reassuring as you think it is.” Elise placed her mug on the table. “You’ve obviously thought this through. But seriously. Call me, text me, send a carrier pigeon if you need help.”

      “Do you have one of those at the animal sanctuary?” Despite the tension in the room, a smile crept onto Zoey’s face.

      “For you, I’d figure it out.”

      Zoey turned to Liam. “Elise works for a not-for-profit focused on conservation. Which means that she often finds herself at zoos and animal sanctuaries.”

      Liam’s eyebrows shot up. “Impressive. We’ve got one not too far from Riverbend if you’re ever in the area.”

      Elise gave a rueful chuckle. “Travel to rural Indiana wasn’t on my radar, but I will keep it in mind.” Elise pointed at Liam. “You protect her. If something happens, you’ll have to deal with me.”

      “Sounds fair to me.” Liam smiled. “I’m glad Zoey has you.”

      Zoey leaned down to hug Elise. “Do me a favor and don’t write this down anywhere. Call me if you want to talk.”

      “Deal. Be careful. Love you. Promise me you’ll come back in one piece.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      

      As they drove out of the parking lot, Zoey felt the pull to go back to her old apartment like she was attached to the purple door with the world’s biggest rubber band. It didn’t feel natural or right to ditch her sister, even if it was the safest option. They drove for about half an hour until they reached a neighborhood that was within walking distance of Future State. The dogs, thoroughly exhausted, lay snuggled on the back seat. A rush of uncomfortable memories flooded back when they drove down the road she’d taken to leave the company, a cardboard box in the backseat filled with personal items she still carried with her. A picture of her and her parents at the beach when she was a kid and her favorite sweater for when the building got too cold. In her purse was that freebie flash drive she hadn’t given a second thought to. A part of her wished she’d left it behind, but another part of her wondered if this was actually a lucky break for her team. Alexis’s team. The FBI. Not her team. She was just a temporary resident of Riverbend. She rubbed her hands along the top of her jeans as if trying to push the memories away. When they turned onto a side street she’d never noticed before, taking deep breaths was a little bit easier. They pulled into the driveway of a simple bungalow that looked like it could use a coat of paint but was otherwise in good condition. Most importantly, the backyard was fenced in for their furry partners.

      Liam turned the car off. “You stay here. Tank and I will come back once we’ve checked it out.”

      Tank raised his head at his name and Tasha yawned, stretching one of her paws over the top of Tank, who nipped at it gently. Several minutes later, Liam returned to the car and popped the trunk. “We’re clear. Let’s get inside and get some rest. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

      Zoey pulled her bags out of the trunk, got Tasha settled, and promptly fell asleep on top of the bedsheets without changing out of her travelling clothes. She didn’t stir until her alarm woke her the following morning.
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      Zoey’s first day of working undercover on behalf of the FBI began in the most mundane way she could have imagined, with the outside world totally unaware of her buzzing nerves. She pulled a blouse and her formal black trousers out of her bag, running a lint roller over them to take off the sprinkles of white dog hair, and pulled her hair back into the formal, tight twist it barely remembered. Her once ubiquitous uniform felt foreign, like putting on a costume. The heavens had opened that morning with an epic late spring shower, and they’d had to drive to the building instead of taking the walk they had planned. All of the time with the dogs had gotten her used to being on her feet, and sitting in the car in preparation for more sitting didn’t do much to calm her worries. Zoey gripped the car’s door handle while Liam parked. She watched the rain race down the passenger’s side window, trying to brace herself for what would almost certainly be an unpleasant combination of uncomfortable reunions and ulterior motives.

      Back in Riverbend, surrounded by her confident FBI coworkers and their dogs, it had been a simple enough decision to come back to Future State. Bravery had seemed well within her grasp. However, as she walked towards the lobby in a torrential downpour, Zoey’s heart began to pound. With Tasha at home resting in her crate after an early morning training session, her side felt empty. Somehow, Zoey managed to silence her inner worst-case scenario generator long enough to lead Liam through the front door of Future State under their shared umbrella. The façade looked similar to how she remembered it, but the parking lot and front entrance seemed much less crowded. A part of her was relieved that they had not profited from their dishonest actions, but her heart fell a little bit at the number of others who had also been impacted. She wasn’t the only one who’d been receiving “we regret to inform you” emails. And not everyone had been lucky, or gutsy, enough to elbow their way into the FBI.

      Liam held open the door for her and whispered, “You’ve got this.”

      Zoey turned back to smile at him and nearly walked straight into a post in the lobby, stopping herself with her hands just before her face made contact. Well, that went smoothly. She abruptly changed course and approached the front desk. She didn’t recognize the security guard, but after introducing herself and Liam, they were directed to guest chairs in the lobby to wait.

      After a few minutes, the glass door opened to a familiar face who greeted her with a wide smile. It wasn’t the new person who had interviewed her on the phone, it was the former CEO of the entire company, JJ Harris. Zoey’s palms began to sweat when she saw him scanning the room. His face lacked the stress lines she’d always seen while he darted from meeting to meeting holding the largest cup of coffee in the building. The rumor that he was happier having been demoted while still making a comfortable salary seemed true. He still held a giant cup of coffee in his left hand, however, instead of his usual slacks and a button-down, he wore jeans and a golfer’s polo shirt. Despite being the age her father would have been, his neatly coiffed hair was still perfectly brown, without any of the streaks of gray she might expect. She braced herself, unsure if he was still upset with the lab and by extension, her. His green eyes lit up when he saw her. “Welcome, Zoey! It’s so great to see you again. Come on back and we’ll get you introduced to everyone. As I’m sure HR told you, you’ll be joining my team!”

      Zoey reached out for a handshake. “Hi, JJ. Thanks for having me back. Actually, HR didn’t mention my new team, but that’s just fine.” There was absolutely no trace of animosity in his tone, and she was embarrassed at her own relief that someone she barely knew was actually happy to see her on her first day. Not that she’d come in overly worried about everything. Obviously, she’d made a better impression than she’d given herself credit for. Or at least a good enough impression for a company that couldn’t fill seats as fast as they were vacated.

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that. HR was supposed to email you.” JJ gestured with his cup of coffee. “I heard we were bringing you back and snatched you up for my team. I hope you don’t mind, but as our project is the highest priority, we were able to convince Lynn that we should get first dibs.”

      “Lynn, as in Lynn Sosa?” Zoey cleared her throat. “The CEO?”

      “One and the same. She’ll be overseeing your project personally.” Fortunately, JJ had already started walking towards the double doors that led to the office areas and didn’t see the look Zoey shot to Liam. Liam gave her a reassuring nod. JJ had completely ignored his presence, which wasn’t terribly surprising. He had always seemed focused on what was in front of him and not much else. JJ pushed open the glass door and held it open for her to walk through behind him. The smell of his cologne was sharp, but most of the guys she worked with now didn’t scent themselves so liberally. Or she’d been spending too much time with detection dogs and was trying to smell everything in the building like they would. “I think you’ll find that we’ve come a long way since you left. Cleaned house and gotten ourselves back on track. Lynn has been adamant about that. We’ve moved you to a new desk—I hope you don’t mind.”

      “That’s fine.” Zoey cleared her throat. “Bad memories at the old desk. Hoping to make some better ones this time around.” Zoey stuck with honesty where she could and managed to force out a half-truth. “I’m glad I came back.”

      JJ stopped to face her, and her heart began to race. “Your new department was largely spared from the FBI investigation. I’m sorry you were under suspicion for fraud just for doing your job. I spoke with the FBI a few times, but I wasn’t ever worried I’d get mistaken for a criminal.”

      His well-intentioned words hit her every bit as hard as someone punching her in the stomach, and for a moment, Zoey lost her breath. But it didn’t matter what other people thought, even JJ Harris himself. “Yeah, it was pretty awful. Thanks…for giving me a second chance.”

      JJ waved a hand. “Don’t thank me yet. Everyone here was just happy we convinced you to come back. We’ve got a lot of work to do.” He stopped in front of a small cubicle, empty except for a laptop. “And here’s your desk. While you don’t have a manager title per se, you’ll be interfacing quite regularly with Lynn as well as the project managers in each group.”

      She turned her head. “Why does the CEO want to keep such a close eye on project work?”

      “Not to bring up painful memories, but that’s where we had trouble last time. You’ve been thoroughly vetted internally and by the FBI. Lynn isn’t looking for more problems, so naturally, she supports your involvement in the most important projects. Don’t worry, you’ll do fine.” JJ waved away her concerns. “Do you have any questions? Are you settling in okay? Are you back in town now?”

      “Um, yes. I am. Thank you, JJ.” Zoey hoped she was answering the right question. With JJ zipping so many of them past her at once, she wasn’t even sure he wanted to know the answers.

      Before JJ could ask her anything else, someone waved him over. He made his apologies and promised to stop by again when he was free. And then, she was alone at her desk. Despite Zoey’s instincts screaming at her to get out of the building before something bad happened again, she found her login information on a piece of paper and started retraining herself to work in all of the company’s systems. A few minutes after she got started, she spotted Liam walking through a row of cubicles a few rows over, trailing Marco. Marco waved but didn’t stop. Liam winked at her, embracing his role as her imaginary boyfriend perfectly. She blushed. For whoever was watching. It definitely wasn’t because she was harboring any feelings she’d pushed to the side. She cleared her throat and returned to her training. Like when she worked with the dogs, she’d just take each moment as it came. Despite her worries, Zoey passed the first day of their investigation remarkably uneventfully. The most painful part of her day was seeing old friends, and the joy of reconnecting almost overwhelmed her fears enough to make it bearable.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a difficult time these past months, wondering if Zoey had realized what was on the flash drive, had figured out what the numbers meant, had somehow activated the device without activating the spyware. It was clear that Zoey had mixed feelings about coming back. She’d admitted to a close colleague that she didn’t have a lot of options. It was possible that Zoey truly didn’t know what was on the flash drive. Still, she had secrets of her own. While she claimed that she had been working with a university in Indiana, some friends in high places heard whispers that she had spent time with the FBI. The universe couldn’t have handed over such a gift, could it? To get revenge with the FBI watching would be quite satisfying. If they played their cards right, Zoey could even be the key that made their plan work.
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        * * *

      

      When Zoey returned to the house, it was hard to tell who was more excited to see the other, her or Tasha. The high-energy pup danced in her crate for the half a second it took for Zoey to get from her bedroom door to the crate to flick the latch open, then Tasha ran circles around Zoey, tail slapping Zoey’s legs when she ran between them. Zoey crouched down to give her a good scratch, then fell over when Tasha leaned into her. Zoey laughed and got her nose licked before Tasha retrieved her cow toy and dropped it on Zoey’s lap to throw. “I’m happy to see you too, girl.” She gave it a quick toss before leading Tasha to the back door. They were soon joined by another excited dog. Tank and Tasha rushed outside, scampering around one another until they had taken care of business and sniffed every surface in the backyard. Despite a throbbing headache, she forced herself to get in the zone to work with Tasha and review all of the commands they had practiced so far.

      About halfway through their practice, she noticed Tank and Liam watching them. She crouched down. “Okay, girl. Let’s show ’em how it’s done.” Tasha’s tail swished and she practically pranced over to the hidden scent container. “Good girl! Who’s the best? You! That’s right! You’re the best!” Tasha snatched her cow toy out of the air, spun in a circle, then flopped next to Zoey’s foot and showed her stomach. Zoey laughed and gave her a good tummy rub, then Tasha sprinted off to run a few more laps in the backyard.

      Liam came up behind her. “You made that look easy.” He looked out to watch the dogs playing, then turned back to her. “How did it go today?”

      “Good. I guess.” Zoey sighed. “I got to revisit the day the FBI came in at least five times—four with people I know and one with someone who had only heard the story from Marco and wanted to know which parts were true.”

      “Sorry about that. Did you see anything suspicious?”

      “Surprisingly, no. Everyone is really focused on the new energy storage facility for the government. I read about a billion documents about the ethics and integrity safeguards now at the company. Apparently, they switched some things around and I’m reporting to JJ Harris now. I’m assuming you know who he is?”

      “Yes, actually. Like you, when the FBI started asking questions, he provided some information we needed to get the investigation moving. He had a lot to lose—we can’t always get someone in his position to cooperate with us.”

      The tension fell away from Zoey’s shoulders. “Well, that’s a relief. Can I tell him I’m working for you all?”

      Liam shook his head. “Let’s keep that between us. Even if he could help us, you never know who’s listening. That building is too big to scan every day and you can fit decent equipment in a pocket. What does JJ have you working on?”

      “The government storage project for the Department of Energy. The large battery farms will help manage the intermittency of renewable energy, like wind and solar. The government figured it would be more expensive to back out of the contract than it would to just see it through.”

      “Do you think Future State can actually do it?”

      Zoey rubbed her forehead. “Sure, but it’s an ambitious challenge. Let’s face it. Their fancy new solid-state battery failed. But could they do something meaningful with traditional batteries? Sure. They’ve got the know-how to retrofit the manufacturing line. And they are focusing all of their attention on one battery farm at first to prove they can do it, versus trying to build them all at once. That’s smart planning. It’d be more evolutionary than revolutionary, but they’ve got the right talent at the company to make it happen.”

      “Maybe evolutionary has its place then?” Liam leaned down to scratch Tank behind the ears.

      “Oh, absolutely.” Tasha, not to be outdone, nudged her head under Zoey’s hand. Zoey laughed and followed orders. “Making something ordinary well isn’t glamorous, but it doesn’t mean it’s not important. I mean, most people don’t think too much about the tires on their car until they go flat, right?”

      “Fair point.”

      Zoey got very focused on scratching Tasha’s ears. “Did Marco seem…okay?”

      “He seemed exactly as you described.”

      Zoey looked up. “What does that mean? Does that mean we have an answer?”

      Liam frowned. “It doesn’t mean much, other than I’ve got a funny feeling we’re not going to get a lot of easy answers on this one.”
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      Despite a full day of office work ahead of her, Zoey set her alarm earlier than was strictly necessary to get some extra training time with Tasha before she went to work. She hadn’t been able to give her partner her best effort the previous evening, after expending her mental energy at Future State. The focus on work would be good for both of them. She would come home at lunch too. Tasha needed as much attention as she could spare, and Zoey herself never felt more relaxed than when they were focused and working as a team. While she was working Tasha around an invisible minefield of FBI-designed distractions, a hidden scent canister, and one rogue squirrel she hadn’t intended to include in her training, the back door opened behind her. She jumped at the noise and Tasha whirled around, wagging her tail almost immediately.

      “Everything okay?” Liam’s voice was still sleepy, and he was holding a cup of coffee, sweatpants riding low on his hips. He was sleep mussed and she shouldn’t have been drawn to his probable morning breath, but well, apparently her brain hadn’t gotten the memo on that. She looked away, but then, he did something she wasn’t at all prepared for. He held out a full cup of coffee and her heart nearly skipped a beat.

      “Wow, thank you. This bodyguard thing comes with coffee delivery?” She grinned and their eyes met. She took the cup from him, their fingers brushing. Her heart began to pound at the electricity in their unintentional contact. Even though his hair was messy from sleep and his face was decorated with dark stubble, she lost her breath for a moment.

      Liam swallowed, not looking away. He cleared his throat and looked down at Tank. Ah yes, this was just an act for him. For her. For them. “It’s my first time doing something like this. I want to start off on the right foot. And I believe you said you liked surprises if they involved coffee. I’m afraid I didn’t have any cupcakes handy, so hopefully, the coffee will do.”

      “Good memory.” Tank bounded over to Tasha and nipped at her playfully. She threw her backside in the air and proceeded to run circles around him, nipping at his legs whenever he tried to zoom past her. Zoey laughed at their antics and took a sip. “Ah, to be as relaxed as they are.”

      “Is the coffee helping?”

      “Relax? Not especially. But I still appreciate it.” She nudged him, getting as close as she considered friends might, despite that the cool morning made her want to fully snuggle into his warmth. “You ready for another day at the office?”

      “Definitely. Marco gave me the tour yesterday, so hopefully, he’ll leave me alone unsupervised long enough to get some additional information today. You keep doing what you’re doing, and I’ll see what I can find out. I don’t know how much time we’ve got left and I’d rather do more than just stand next to the train while it’s running off the rails.”

      Zoey sighed and looked at her watch. Although she’d prefer spending time with the dogs and Liam outside, she too needed to go to work. She was eager for answers, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready for whatever Liam might find.

      

      When Zoey entered the Future State building, she scanned her badge like all of the other employees and the scanner gave off a cheerful chirp. Zoey walked to her desk and attempted to answer the few emails in her inbox. Liam was doing what they came here to do, and she just needed to be patient. Despite the distance between their desks far exceeding the distance at which she could successfully eavesdrop, she still tried to listen for clues. Finally, after a normal amount of time at her desk, she stood and stretched, looking over the cubicle walls to see if she could spot Liam. She yelped when she heard a woman’s voice right behind her. She clapped a hand over her mouth and whipped around to see who it was.

      “Zoey? Zoey Butler? Oh my gosh, girl, it’s great to see you!” Kendra Pappas pulled her into a hug. She was in marketing and was definitely a hugger. “Sorry to startle you!”

      “Oh yeah, I was just focused. You know how I get!” Zoey laughed nervously. Even though they hadn’t known each other very well when Zoey was working at the company, the shared experience of the FBI raid made her feel closer to Kendra than she might have otherwise. Although the FBI had questions about Kendra, Zoey found herself surprisingly relieved to see her old acquaintance. “How have you been, Kendra?”

      Kendra blew out a breath. “Whew, it’s been crazy here since you left. You have no idea. But I’m good. I like a challenge and this place delivers.” She chuckled mirthlessly and ran a hand through her long, black hair. “You were here the day the FBI showed up, right?”

      Zoey froze. Kendra waited patiently for an answer and Zoey finally regained the power of speech. “Yeah. It was a rough day.”

      “Right? Well, we are glad to have you back. We’re back on our feet. This company is going to be unstoppable now that we’ve taken out the trash.” She raised her thick, well-manicured eyebrows. “If you know what I mean. I mean, it’s not the nicest thing to say, but Ophelia Wagner did almost tank the company just to make a couple of extra bucks.”

      Zoey’s heart raced. She wasn’t in the habit of badmouthing people, even when they deserved it. “Yeah, I get what you mean.”

      Kendra gave her a knowing look. “I heard you brought a new addition with you when you came back.”

      Zoey blushed and smiled. “I did. Liam was convinced Future State was doing big things again, so he applied, and I gave the email from HR a second look. And here we are.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear.” Kendra looked over Zoey’s shoulder at her desk. “Girl, you’ve got to bring some knickknacks back. That desk looks like you aren’t really back yet.”

      Zoey leaned in. “Honestly, I didn’t keep anything from when I was here the last time. Not even a shirt with our logo on it. I’ll have to dig out some family pictures, I guess. I mean, I’m good now, but full disclosure, nothing made it past the dumpster on the corner.” Kendra tended to gossip, so she could be counted on to spread the word that Zoey had dumped every last bit of Future State swag.

      Kendra laughed. “You are too much. It’s always the quiet ones! I’m glad you only dumped the clothes in the dumpster and didn’t set them on fire. Well, hey, it’s great seeing you. We’ll have to get lunch soon, okay?”

      “Oh sure. That sounds great.” Before Zoey could ask Kendra any more questions, she had flitted away to the next desk. Some people assumed Kendra was all talk and no walk, but she was an expert at getting things done. Her friendliness meant she always knew the right person to talk to and had an ear to the ground of everything that was going on at the company.

      Before Zoey sat back down at her desk, she took a glance at her old lab. It looked exactly the same, encased in transparent glass to fit with the office area’s sleek modern look, with the motto of the lab etched on it. She managed not to snort at the hand-lettered “Transparency, Innovation, Excellence” covering one wall. They’d told her they made the glass transparent because the environment was open and honest. Her brain almost couldn’t handle the disconnect between that statement and reality. Marco was just inside, working on his latest experiment. He was almost JJ’s exact opposite. Marco was short with gray hair and a gray goatee. Instead of the ease of the businessman who used to run the company, he was a bit standoffish. Some people found him difficult to approach, but Zoey had always suspected that he was shy. Unless he was hiding something. No, that was impossible. Not Marco. She’d almost turned away when she saw Liam approach Marco. Curiosity nudged her forward and she decided that she could stop by to say hello. She hadn’t greeted Marco yet because the complexities of doing so made her stomach churn. But it’d be rude to wait any longer, really.

      Zoey entered the lab, and Liam looked up from his workbench. She winked at him. “Hey, there. I spotted you in the lab and wanted to see how you were doing. Marco showing you the ropes?”

      Marco raised a hand. “Hey, Zoey. Great to have you back after all of this time!”

      “Hey, Marco! It’s good to see you! How are the grandkids?”

      “They are growing up so fast.” Marco pulled out his phone to share photos. Several minutes and about twenty pictures later, they were chatting like old friends.

      “Man, it’s like no time has passed at all.” Zoey gestured at Liam with her thumb. “How is this guy settling in? He giving you a hard time?”

      “Your guy is a smart cookie.”

      Liam laughed. “I’m not sure about that. I’ve just been asking questions.”

      “And not assuming you have all the answers.” Marco stroked his gray goatee. It was well-styled but substantial. “Hallmark of a smart cookie.”

      Zoey gave Liam a little nudge and he put a hand on her back. Her heart leapt at the contact. She was half alarmed that she couldn’t hide her feelings and half relieved that she didn’t have to. “Yeah, I think he’s a keeper. What have you been working on since I’ve been gone?” She gestured to the bandages on his arm. “Are you okay? I heard there was a fire in the lab.”

      Marco froze. “Who told you that?”

      Liam’s hand tensed on her back.

      “Oh. Um.” Zoey swallowed. “JJ mentioned you were checking everything to make sure it didn’t happen again. I…assumed it was common knowledge.” Zoey recalled, too late, the two men didn’t particularly like each other, and she hoped Marco wouldn’t verify her story.

      Marco eyed her suspiciously. Zoey’s pulse thundered. After an uncomfortable few seconds, Marco spoke. “Yeah, our people did something wrong with the battery and there was a short in the assembly. Would have been nice to know before we connected it to the test equipment. In retrospect, it was a good thing management was screaming about how urgent the test was, or we would have never been here on a weekend. There will be a report on the whole thing, but JJ wants to wait until our root cause analysis is complete before we share all of the details.” Before she could ask for more information, Marco gave her the look that meant there would be no further discussion on the subject. He pointed to a grouping of Future State batteries piled on the lab bench in an obvious change of subject. “We’ve gone back to conventional batteries for the government storage project. After the kerfuffle with our investors, Lynn put the solid-state batteries on hold. Still, we’re doing some unique innovation wherever we can. You can’t just shut that off.”

      “Yeah, I get that. It’s disappointing for everyone though, I’m sure.” Zoey frowned. It was tough for her to see her own passion projects relegated to the metaphorical back burner too.

      “Yeah. But even JJ said it was the right call, and you know how hard he was pushing the solid-state batteries. Everyone thinks we were about to go public before the raid. Which meant he lost a lot of money when the FBI came in. But he still stuck around, trying to make it right. We don’t agree on everything, but it’s good of him. I’m still working on next-generation batteries as we have time. It’s just critical we finish the government storage project successfully. JJ has gone from running the place to optimizing the supply chain to reduce costs instead. That’ll keep us in the black long enough to get back to the fun stuff.” He snorted, putting a hand over one of his bandages. “And we better get back to the fun stuff before I retire.”

      Zoey leaned in for a better look at the new battery design, but the only thing visible was the outer case. “And that’s working? The supply chain strategy?”

      “Oh yeah. Lynn did a top to bottom analysis of where we could increase profits. The supply chain was the thing no one thought of, and she asked JJ to take it on. He’s negotiated with new suppliers for better prices for our subcomponents that even the big companies would be jealous of. We have guaranteed scale, but with the flexibility of a smaller company. JJ would call it our unique value proposition. I call it being scrappy.”

      Zoey grinned. “We’ve always been good at being scrappy. Thanks for the update, Marco. Well, I’ll leave you to it.” Zoey left before she put her foot in her mouth again, giving herself some time to process what was going on. She was getting the same feeling she had just before the raid that everything was not as it seemed.

      When Zoey returned to her desk, JJ was waiting for her. “Get all caught up?”

      “Not quite, but I’m getting there. Marco told me you’ve been lowering the cost of subcomponents to help the government storage project. Nice work. Can I help you with anything in the meantime?”

      “Thank you. There’s been a lot of boring meetings about pennies and nickels. It’s nice to see the plan come together.” JJ took a sip from his coffee mug. “And yes, come to think of it, I have just the thing you can help with. I have a presentation with Lynn this week about all of our ongoing work. Mind taking one last look and giving me some feedback before I send it to her? I figure I’ll let you do the fun part before I ask you to help me count pennies.”

      “Not at all.” Zoey barely resisted cracking her knuckles. She could do this in her sleep. While she’d been trained in research, it was planning and high-level strategy that made her happy, and Marco couldn’t stand doing it. He’d let her take over the research lab’s plans and presentations as soon as she proved herself both interested and competent. Moments after JJ left her desk, she received an email with a level of detail far beyond what she used to get when she worked in the lab. She whistled. Future State was working with some big numbers. While she had suspected the government energy storage project was expensive, the dollar figures were eye-popping. She scrolled through the budget lines, hoping to find a clue that would make everything make sense, but she wasn’t that lucky. While Zoey found some slides that basically told her what Marco had just explained with prettier graphics, there were some unexpected discoveries. Evidently, all of the failed solid-state batteries had to be recycled, which cost a fair amount of money. JJ had been able to minimize costs by reclaiming some material, but it was largely a big negative, according to the slide in the presentation labeled “Our Path Forward.” There was no slide on the lab fire, despite all of the paperwork she’d read about promptly reporting problems.

      Something tickled at the back of her mind, and she pulled out her phone, looking to see if any of the numbers from the flash drive matched any of the numbers in the presentation. No luck.

      “Everything okay?” Kendra’s voice behind her made her jump. “It looks like you might fall into your screen, girlfriend.”

      Zoey locked her phone, then turned to face Kendra. “It’s just my first assignment back. Don’t want to screw it up.” She had to stop jumping every time someone talked to her. Kendra would notice before long.

      Kendra gestured to the “Our Path Forward” slide on Zoey’s screen. “I think they already screwed that one up. Not only did we have to pay for the materials that resulted in half our staff either getting arrested by the FBI or leaving—no offense—but we are also paying to recycle all of our failed solid-state batteries. It’s killing our bottom line.”

      Zoey stiffened. “I thought Future State was pretty solvent.”

      “I mean, yes, we sell enough to pay the bills for now, but our wallet isn’t bottomless. Especially if we keep paying to clean up old messes. I’m getting crushed with our sales price on new contracts to foot the bill. I might not hit my numbers this month. Actually, scratch that, I always hit my numbers.” Kendra brushed her fingernails on her shirt. “Well, don’t forget to relax your shoulders and breathe through your nose. We need you in one piece if we’re going to win our next big contract.”

      “Bigger than a Department of Energy contract?”

      “Oh yeah. We’re getting back in the electric car game if I have anything to do with it. We aren’t just going to survive, we’re going to thrive. We just need to stop burning money on that recycling project—I’m all done writing checks for Ophelia’s mistake.”

      “Glad you’re on our team, Kendra.”

      “Me too. I’m going to run this company someday, and this is just the first step for me to get there.” Kendra winked.

      Zoey laughed. “I like your moxie. I need to be more like you, I think.”

      “I prefer to call it reaching my goals. Some people have vision boards. I don’t need one. I have that title clear in my mind. Can you imagine any better job than CEO?”

      Zoey thought for a moment about the dogs at Riverbend K-9 Academy. Bike rides covered in dirt and followed by laughter in the little pub she wouldn’t have stepped into if she spotted it in Denver. The town wasn’t perfect, by any means, but there was something there that pulled her. Well, that was unexpected. She paused to choose her words carefully. “I think it’s good to find something that’s right for you. You don’t have to worry about me competing with you for the CEO job—running a company doesn’t in any way appeal to me. Lucky for all of us, I think you’d be a great boss.”

      Kendra gave her a salute. “Well, to each their own. For what it’s worth, you’re a great people manager. You should give yourself more credit.”

      And like before, Kendra was off to the next cubicle, leaving Zoey with more questions than answers.
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        * * *

      

      Liam returned to his desk after his lab tour with Marco, mentally cataloging what he’d seen. Marco had seemed as transparent as the cringy logo on the outside of the glass lab wall, willing to show Liam whatever he asked to see. The only time he’d clammed up was when Zoey asked about the fire; then his whole body went stiff, and he became evasive. While Liam wasn’t quite as excited about dendrite formation in batteries as Marco and Zoey, it was becoming increasingly clear why Zoey hadn’t looked closer at what management was doing. They had some solid science behind their work. Liam couldn’t nail down any one part of the lab that bothered him, but it was impossible to overlook that the cabinets were filled with a lot of materials that would very effectively start another lab fire, or worse, an explosion.

      On their tour, Liam asked Marco how they were keeping costs so low, and it seemed to all come down to material costs. Unfortunately, some of the materials used in the batteries could come from conflict zones, and unscrupulous or desperate employees might flout rules to get them. Still, the FBI kept a close eye on that, and they’d found no evidence. Which meant he needed an expert to help him brainstorm what they might have missed.

      He sent Zoey a text. Lunch?

      The reply was immediate. Sure. Let’s go let the dogs out. Now?

      His heart warmed a little. It was like her to think of the dogs.

      Twenty minutes later, they were throwing balls for the dogs in the backyard. Tasha was running literal circles around Tank and Zoey was laughing at her antics. She looked over at him, studied him for a moment, then narrowed her eyes. “Okay, Liam. Out with it. What’d you find?”

      “I got the full lab tour, asked my questions, and I can’t tell how JJ is saving on costs. Marco’s explanation was a little light on details. What do you think? Are they cutting corners and that’s what they’re trying to hide?”

      Zoey picked up a slobbery tennis ball from the ground and hurled it to the back corner of the yard. The dogs scrabbled for it, and she turned to face him. “You can definitely cut costs by changing the design of the battery. You just have to do a lot of work to make sure you aren’t compromising performance or safety in the process. But JJ didn’t touch the engineers’ designs. He’s just getting the subcomponents they designed from different suppliers. On something the size of the government storage project, even saving a little bit per battery can make a huge difference. Would that explain it?”

      “It should. But why did you get that weird eye twitch when you said it?”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about you calling me out on my nervous habits.” Zoey eyed him.

      “Won’t happen again. For the record, and this still counts as the first time I’m calling it out, it’s your left eye. You do it when you’re thinking hard about something or stressed. Why does that bother you?”

      Tasha came to a sliding stop in front of Zoey and dropped the ball. She lifted her head almost completely vertical to make eye contact with Zoey. “Oh, do you want pets?” She scratched Tasha under her chin until Tasha was satisfied and ready to scamper after the ball again. “For the record, my left eye twitches when I’m stressed but it also happens when I’ve had too much coffee. I was thinking about the same thing; about the cost cutting, not my twitchy eye. The suppliers are all legitimate. I did some light searching and they’re all known suppliers in the industry. Kendra says it’s because we’re flexible. And we’ve been down this road, Liam. They know the government is going to check every figure. It has to be about more than money, right?”

      Liam tensed, not unlike Tank when he was on a scent. “Or they aren’t very creative. What are the odds they are back to their old tricks of telling investors everything is cheaper than it actually is?”

      “That’s the funny thing. The presentation I was looking at was actually the other way around. We paid for all of the solid-state battery material when Ophelia Wagner was defrauding investors. Now we’re paying to recycle any unusable material and buying all new for more traditional batteries. And we’re reporting that all up to Lynn. Even I have access to the data. If they’re trying to hide lost money, they aren’t doing a very good job.”

      Liam rubbed the back of his neck. “If that’s the case, we’ll have our team take a look at the presentation.”

      “Good. That makes me feel better. Maybe this isn’t as complicated as we thought it was.”
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        * * *

      

      When Zoey returned to work after a pleasant lunch with Liam and the dogs, a half-formed question niggled at the back of her mind, making it difficult to focus on the assignment her boss had given her for the afternoon. Fortunately for her, Marco stopped by her desk shortly after she got back. “Hey, Zoyo.”

      “Hey, Yoda.” She grinned at the mischief in Marco’s eyes. They’d long agreed that if he was going to compare her to frozen yogurt, she was allowed to call her lab mentor by an equally silly nickname. She made a point to avoid looking at the bandages on his arms.

      “Manufacturing tour would you like to go on?” Marco laughed. “Okay, I can’t do it in the Yoda voice. Do you want to go check out the manufacturing floor? As I recall, it was your favorite place, and I haven’t seen you set foot on it. Liam was talking about how much you missed it here.”

      Zoey’s heart caught in her throat. Part of her did miss the buzz of activity that came with people making something practical. “Has it changed much?”

      “Yes and no. It’s cleaner. The federal government searched every inch, which meant we finally dusted the top shelves.” Marco cleared his throat. “Listen, I know how hard it must have been for you to come back. The look on your face that day alone. If I could have saved you any of the pain from—”

      Zoey held up a staying hand. “Marco, you were in the dark as much as I was. Or we both wouldn’t be here.” A twinge of doubt twisted in her stomach. She didn’t know for sure that he was in the dark. “You owe me nothing. Your mentoring helped me—don’t turn it into something negative. There’s plenty of that to go around without adding to it.”

      Marco’s face relaxed a little. “Thanks, kid. You’re wiser than you know. I just feel like as the old fart in charge, I should have—”

      “You aren’t an old fart, Marco! You have more experience, but no one, especially me, expects you to be a human lie detector.” She put her hands on her hips. “Now, are you going to take me on that tour or not?”

      Marco smiled and it finally reached his eyes. Realization dawned—he had survivor’s guilt. She might have felt the same if she’d stayed on.

      Soon, Zoey walked with her mentor to a well-trodden path in the manufacturing facility. The aisles were clearly marked by bright tape to keep passersby well away from the more dangerous materials. Safety walls, warning signs, and shields were up where necessary, because of the volatile material that Future State handled. One of her first memories of working with the company was finding out the sheer number of permits they needed just to keep the raw material on site. They passed one of the designated material storage areas and she peeked through the window on the secured entry door. The shelves were more crowded than she remembered them being. She gestured to the room. “That’ll make a lot of batteries.”

      “Oh, yeah. Shortly after you left, we had to catalog all of the raw material in the building and stored it all here. It was all hands on deck. I think I still have carpal tunnel from all the paperwork I had to fill out when our friends in the navy jackets raided the building.” Marco rubbed at his wrist. “I mean, I was lucky enough to keep my job, so I shouldn’t complain. And JJ has been slowly moving it out for recycling.”

      “Complain away. That sounds awful.” Zoey almost couldn’t count the number of boxes inside the room.

      “It was. We had to account for everything we had ever purchased. I was surprised we didn’t need a spreadsheet for staplers and paper too. Even Lynn and JJ were down here taking pictures and moving material around. They were both filling out the spreadsheets personally, taking inventory on every subcomponent that went into our batteries.”

      “Lynn, the CEO?”

      Marco led her away from the locked room. “One and the same. She said her fancy title didn’t mean much if there wasn’t a company to run. She had all the managers working down here. And frankly, Lynn had a better attitude than most of them. JJ’s fine now, but you remember how much he sulked when he got demoted? That didn’t change right away. I mean, I can’t blame the guy for being upset, but it did happen on his watch. Turns out, Lynn had the right idea. Our plan and its execution convinced the Department of Energy not to give up on us. We’re all still employed. And hopefully out of the woods. She earned a lot of respect around here for doing the hard work of keeping the lights on with us.”

      “Wow.” Zoey came around a corner where the noise of the machines almost drowned out her voice. Marco pulled two packs of new earplugs out of his pocket and gave a set to her. She stuffed them in and fairly shouted, “So, what is everyone working on right now?”

      Marco gestured to the large machines and operators wearing their own protective equipment. “The factory was retooled to support traditional battery manufacturing. We kept the equipment needed to build the solid-state batteries and run those in their own space. No one has given up on that idea yet, least of all me. But our traditional battery production is now one of the best in the business. No one can compete with us on cost.”

      Zoey noticed a subcomponent coming out of a crate with the name of one of the new suppliers JJ had found. “So, how much material do we go through in a day? It must be a tremendous amount.”

      Marco nodded. “More than you think, but we don’t keep much of it on site. As soon as the batteries get made, they get sent out to the Department of Energy storage project.” He pointed. “That box there holds some of the internal components that prevent thermal runaway in the batteries. Our new supplier is just barely keeping up. We’ve been looking at making them in-house, but simply mentioning it lit a fire under the supplier. JJ said we should have more than enough to get us through the next month or so. Then, it’s off to the races. Once we show we can make one battery farm, we’ll focus on duplicating our designs throughout the country to fulfill the entire order. By then, our supplier should have built up more reserves and we’ll be good to go.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll be glad to get the government project done and put the past behind you.”

      Marco snorted. “You’re not kidding. We’ve got electric car makers who are willing to work with us once we prove we can finish a project that large. It’ll give us a lot of credibility.” Marco looked out at the machines on the manufacturing floor. “So, Liam said you had a tough time of it after everything?”

      “Yeah.” Zoey smiled ruefully. “It’s better now, thank goodness. And most definitely not your fault. But thanks for asking. And for the tour.”

      “No problem, Zoyo. And stop by the lab anytime. It’s good to have you back on board.”

      “Good to see you again too, Yoda.”

      They separated at the door that led back to the main offices and lab space. Zoey walked to her cubicle, grateful that Marco’s tour would give her something to talk about when she finally accompanied JJ to meet Lynn.

      Zoey sat at her desk and sorted through a new group of emails, wondering if any of them would flag the attention of the FBI team to whom she had already provided her password and access codes. To her, the updates seemed routine, and she made a quick job of sorting everything into its appropriate folder and responding when someone had a question. Just as she finished the mundane task, she heard a knock on her cubicle wall. Zoey turned to greet Liam with a genuine smile. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey, honey. Ready to go home?” He looked past her at her emails, and she moved to give him a better view.

      “Sure thing.” Zoey stood and spotted Lynn heading towards her desk. Her pulse began to thunder, her body forgetting that this was all an act, that her career didn’t depend on making a good impression with the CEO of the company, that she had no intention of working here long term. But somehow, the realization made it worse. By the time Lynn made it to Zoey’s desk, her palms had started to sweat. “Hi, Zoey, I was hoping to catch you before you left. I’m Lynn.”

      Zoey placed her hands on her pants as nonchalantly as possible before meeting Lynn’s handshake. She felt her eyes widen and willed herself to act normal. She squeaked out, “Hi, Lynn. It’s so nice to meet you.” Suddenly at a loss for words, she gestured to Liam. “This is Liam, your newest project manager in the research lab. I think he has great potential, but I’m biased. We’re dating.”

      Lynn turned her smile on Liam. “Ah, well, that’s nice. It’s my pleasure to meet you too. And are you both settling in all right?”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you for asking. We—Liam and I and the dogs, that is—are settling in well. We found a house with a backyard and we’re all quite happy there.” Zoey tried to stop babbling but found herself incapable of it. “We have a lab and a rescue dog who is a mix of mischief and fluffball—they’re great.”

      “I don’t think I have time to have a dog, but it’s great that you do.” Lynn smiled wistfully. “And they like their new home?”

      Zoey nodded. “Tasha is still adapting. I’ve been working with her every day. I mean, to be comfortable in public spaces. You know, in case we ever want her to be a comfort animal or anything. She’s not being trained for anything specific, you understand, just good behavior and all of that.”

      Liam took a step closer to Zoey. “Speaking of, we should get home and let them out to run. Lynn, it was really nice to meet you.”

      “Same to you both.” Lynn power walked away.

      Zoey blew out a breath. “Good grief. I don’t know what came over me. I just couldn’t shut up. I almost—”

      Liam put a hand on her arm, looking ever so subtly at the security camera hanging on the ceiling nearby. His voice was warm and gentle; the one he used with anxious dogs. She might even be offended that he was treating her like one of the dogs, but she realized it calmed her down too. “It’s okay. Everyone gets nervous when they meet someone they admire. Come on, let’s go home.”
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      When Zoey and Liam got back to their little house, Zoey let the dogs out to run and returned to the kitchen to help Liam make dinner. They worked in companionable silence, but there was something unspoken, hanging thick in the kitchen. It had started with small, comforting gestures, but their comfort with one another, coupled with spending nearly every free moment together, was growing into something else entirely. For her. Liam seemed totally at ease with their new role, able to separate fiction from reality with ease. When Zoey peeked over at Liam pan-frying chicken, she managed to slice her thumb instead of the vegetables on the cutting board. She whipped her thumb into her mouth, but Liam had already flipped off the burner and turned to check on her. She pulled her thumb out. “It’s nothing.”

      He raised an eyebrow and looked at the blood running down her finger. “I got this. Go get yourself patched up.”

      “I can help.”

      He looked at her. “I know you can. But you’re actively bleeding—it’s just veggies. Accidents happen. You can take over tomorrow if it makes you feel better.”

      Zoey left the room to get a bandage, cursing herself for her lack of attention and generally just annoyed that being in the room with an attractive man had lowered her ability to function like a normal person. Did he really bother her that much? She looked down at her finger and sighed. Of course, he did. Soon, she was cleaned up and she let the two dogs inside. They barreled into the living room, each one trying to reach the rope toy first. Tasha dove for it but missed. Tank had more experience and picked it up, whipping it out of reach of the smaller dog’s nose every time she got close. Tasha zoomed around him while he stayed still, flipping the toy in a different direction whenever she got close. Finally, she just barreled into him. Startled, he lost focus and Tasha snatched her prize, scampering between the kitchen table legs and the chairs where it was harder for Tank to reach her. Zoey laughed and felt the presence of someone behind her. She turned around to find Liam holding two plates. “I can’t chop the veggies as thinly as you can, but all of my appendages are still attached, so…”

      She gave him a look and he burst out laughing. Her face turned hot. “Thank you. And sorry about that.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. Nice to know you aren’t invincible.” Liam brought the plates to the kitchen table, and she followed. When she pulled a chair out, Tasha shot out and zipped past Tank.

      Zoey lifted an eyebrow. “I mean, I think there’s plenty of evidence to support that.”

      “I don’t know.” Liam took a bite of dinner, and once he’d swallowed, continued, “You seemed pretty unflappable. Even with Marco. That couldn’t have been easy, working through bad memories, but you didn’t dwell on it, you just moved on.”

      “Even when I mentioned the lab fire I wasn’t supposed to know about?”

      Liam crinkled his nose. “Okay, that wasn’t great, but we still got some information worth knowing.”

      “And my freak out with Lynn?”

      Liam gave her a tender look. “I’m not keeping score.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, anyone would have been nervous.”

      “You weren’t.”

      Liam laughed. “Have you met the people I work with? They suffer exactly zero fools.” The pit of Zoey’s stomach dropped and a worried look flashed across Liam’s face. “Oh, no. That wasn’t a dig.”

      Zoey waved it away. “I know. But still, I’m trying to make amends.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for.” Liam leaned in. “Marco told me what you said to him about not feeling like he was responsible for everything—you should give yourself the same speech.”

      Zoey became suddenly aware that only a foot separated them, as they’d chosen to sit on sides next to one another rather than across the square table for reasons she could no longer remember. Fortunately, a tennis ball dropping, followed by eight legs scampering, snapped Zoey out of a very bad idea, and she became very focused on dinner. “About that. Did you get any information from Marco?”

      “No, but I did manage to get something valuable while you two were on your tour.” He stood up to retrieve his laptop bag and pulled out a small, sealed container. “I have a sample of the most common electrolyte in the lab. I’d like to train the dogs to identify the scent. Just in case. And it’ll be good practice for them.”

      “Will they be able to tell the difference between electrolytes and explosives?”

      Liam nodded. “Easily, if we teach them. Training them on the specific electrolyte will also prevent false alarms. Waffle once detected an explosive compound used for batteries on a different investigation that briefly led the team in the wrong direction. Alexis uses it as a case study for new agents now. I want the dogs ready to sniff boxes in the office, on the loading docks, even on the manufacturing floor, without getting distracted by all of the normal battery smells.”

      “Probably a good idea.” Zoey checked her watch. “We’ve got a few hours of daylight left. What do you say we get to work?” At the word work, both dogs looked up from their toys. She smiled. “I think that’s a yes.”

      Once they were outside, Liam told Tank to sit, let him have a good sniff of a scent container holding the newly procured lab electrolyte, then went back in the house to hide it. When Liam returned, both she and the dogs were waiting expectantly.

      Tank found the device easily, tipping his head at the unfamiliar smell, but trusting his partner that it was important he find it. Tasha followed close behind. Instead of sitting near the canister, as was Tank’s normal signal, Liam told him to lay down. Tasha cocked her head almost ninety degrees at Tank’s behavior and gave the canister a sniff. Liam looked at Zoey expectantly, and she gave Tasha the same command. They repeated the activity until the dogs were tired, then came back inside.

      Expecting their typical post-training debrief, Zoey flopped on the couch and Tasha lay faithfully next to her on the floor. She reached a hand down to pet her and Tasha responded by showing her human her belly for extra rubs. Zoey closed her eyes and followed instructions.

      Liam soon joined her in the room. “You both did awesome.”

      Zoey opened one eye. “If you’re going to give me the full rundown, you might have to text me the summary. I’m about two minutes from passing out.”

      Liam smiled easily, his shoulders more relaxed than she could fathom under their circumstances. He seemed more used to the whiplash of an alias, training the dogs, and generally dealing with the unexpected than she. She sat up to make room for him to join her on the couch. “Is this your first operation…like this?”

      Liam sat down next to her, with less space than their usual, although there was no reason for him to fake affection. She rested her head on his shoulder, even though she probably shouldn’t. He didn’t move away. “Yes. Believe it or not, your circumstances don’t happen every day.”

      “Thank goodness for that.”

      Liam paused. “It hasn’t been all bad. I—we—wouldn’t have gotten to know you at all if it hadn’t happened, so there is at least a silver lining for me.”

      “Just you, huh?” Her heart started to thud, and she reached for his hand.

      Liam flipped over his hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

      Zoey swallowed. “Then we probably shouldn’t be doing it. Is it…will I get you in some kind of trouble? Will I get me in trouble?”

      Liam rubbed her palm with his thumb and turned to look her in the eyes. “If I thought either of us would get in trouble for this, I would have said something. I wouldn’t put you in that position, okay? But I want to be abundantly clear that your job does not in any way depend on me. On this. On anything we work on together. That’s Alexis’s call.”

      Zoey looked into his eyes—they were a swirl of brown, green, and blue. Behind them was something she was becoming increasingly sure was earnestness. “You’ve made that perfectly clear.”

      “If anything happens between us, I’ll be honest with Alexis about it. Secrets can get people killed in this business and I won’t keep any that don’t need to be kept.”

      “Awkward, but fair. And sweet, in a way?”

      “And I don’t want people to think—”

      “That we’re a couple? Isn’t that the point?”

      Liam’s careful mask had dropped. His face now held a mixture of hope and, unusual for him, uncertainty. His voice was low and a little shaky. “Our situation is complicated.”

      Liam’s face told her everything she needed to know. He wasn’t looking for a fling and neither was she, which made their situation impossible. Her work with the FBI was a last resort and utterly temporary, no matter how real it felt. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I like you. You’re a good person. I think I’m going to go to bed before I—we—make any rash decisions.”

      Liam closed his eyes at her kiss, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her close. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good one. But it’s probably the right one.” Liam didn’t move his hand and Zoey didn’t exactly mind. She turned, their breath mingling in the shared space. In that moment, all of her reservations seemed small and insignificant, and she found herself frozen in place with a heady mix of indecision and chemistry. Something poked her in the back, and she yelped, then covered her mouth when she realized it was Tank bringing her a toy to throw for him. She grinned and chucked it without breaking eye contact with Liam. Her heart began to pound. Finally, she made the decision for both of them and closed the minimal distance remaining between them. Liam startled, but then his hand tightened around her, pulling her gently onto his lap. It was as if he’d thrown a bucket of water onto a metal fire. Their reaction shifted from sweet to explosive in seconds. The heat of the moment had her leaping off Liam’s lap and clutching her chest at least ten seconds past when she should have. Zoey had never had that strong of a reaction to anyone—she’d just assumed that other things in her life were more interesting than an endless stream of dates with someone she didn’t really connect with. But that, that was something else entirely. Judging by the shell-shocked look on Liam’s face, she wasn’t the only one surprised. His chest heaved up and down. “Whoa.”

      Zoey let out a loud breath. “Whoa, indeed. I have to go. I like that. A lot. Too much. And I’m going to go. And separate myself from the metal fire.”

      Liam grinned. “I just finished my training, so I actually know what that means. Thank you. I like you too.”

      “I hope so. Otherwise, that,” she waved her hand between them, “would be tough to explain.” The humor didn’t quite land, and she whistled for Tasha to follow her. If she could train the dog to keep her from Liam, that’d be helpful too. Maybe Tasha could stand between them and growl or something. However, Tasha seemed utterly unfazed by what had transpired between the two humans and followed Zoey gamely down the hall to her room. Zoey locked the door, more as a physical reminder that she shouldn’t get any ideas about going on a late-night visit rather than a concern she might receive one.

      Zoey flopped on the bed and barely managed to suppress a groan threatening to come out. Her brain was screaming that it didn’t need the complication, but her heart loved that complication and wasn’t sorry in the least. It, in fact, was encouraging her to go spend more time with the very available, explosively compatible complication who was merely a few steps away. Her phone buzzed with a group text from Alexis. Can you both make some time for an update tomorrow?

      Zoey’s heart came crashing back down to reality. She just needed a good night’s sleep and this would work itself out. Somehow.
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      After a short training session with the dogs in the early morning light, Liam and Zoey prepared themselves for another day of work. By unspoken agreement, neither of them talked about the kiss, although the accidental touches ramped up in a big way, leaving her nerves buzzing with attraction. However, her nerves were quickly forgotten when she found her normally unflappable boss scribbling a note on her desk. She peeked over his shoulder. It was a doozy, an all-caps STOP BY LYNN’S OFFICE WHEN YOU GET IN. Had Marco figured out they were snooping around and told JJ? Best to face it head-on in a public space. She cleared her throat and JJ jumped. “Ah, good. You’re here. Lynn asked if you could join us for our weekly managers’ meeting.”

      “Of course! Let me set down my things and I’ll be right there.” Zoey looked up over the cubicle walls to Lynn’s large corner office. There were already people seated around the conference table inside.

      JJ wadded up the note and tossed it in the recycling bin at her desk. “Okay, well, I’m going to set up the presentation. See you in a few.”

      At the word presentation, the tension slipped from Zoey’s shoulders. She wasn’t going to have to have a confrontation about her work with the FBI. She was just going to experience the full weight of her promotion—more visibility at the top. Surprisingly, the realization didn’t calm her nerves as much as it should. Zoey wrinkled her nose. She reached for her laptop and joined JJ to see what the meeting would bring.

      Lynn’s large conference table was soon filled with executives Zoey largely didn’t recognize. After brief introductions, she learned they were all new since her time there, except for JJ. While it wasn’t surprising that Lynn had cleaned house, it was jarring all the same to have people with less experience than she had at Future State calling the shots.

      Despite her initial trepidation, Zoey found herself largely a spectator in the meeting. Lynn asked good questions, as did her team. Lynn didn’t ask any questions about the recycling project or mention the lab accident, which was a bit of a surprise. After JJ’s presentation was over, the team was dismissed. When Zoey left the room with a few stragglers still behind, Lynn asked her to close the door. Lynn had leaned in, and the remaining executives were speaking in low voices. Once the door shut behind her, Zoey didn’t even hear their mumbling.

      “Well, what did you think of your first meeting with Lynn?” JJ’s shoulders were back down, the pressure of the meeting slipping away. His large coffee mug was now empty, and his toes were pointed in the direction of the communal coffee pot, ready for a refill.

      Zoey forced herself to look away from the group still talking in the office. “It was good. I’m hoping I actually understand more as time goes on.”

      “You will.” JJ gave her a reassuring smile. “Lynn’s request for your involvement is a big step. Her circle is pretty tight-knit, and she thinks long and hard before adding someone to it.”

      “It’s a good strategy. Given what happened, well, you get it.”

      JJ walked over to the coffee pot to refill his mug. He poured Zoey a coffee in a paper cup. “Yeah. I’m glad Lynn and I were able to find common ground. We both want Future State back on the map. So, when do you think you’ll be ready to take on the government storage project?”

      “Thank you.” She took the coffee he offered. “I’m ready to start helping now, honestly. I know it’s soon, but I already know a lot of the team.”

      JJ breathed an audible sigh of relief. “Wonderful. I’ll let the team know you’re now officially in charge.”

      Zoey choked a little on her coffee. “I’m sorry, you want me to lead the entire project? Like, now? I mean, I appreciate it. But isn’t the government storage project our most important project?”

      “Yes. Which is why I want you to take it. I’ve been spending way too much time on it, and I’m so busy, I can barely string a sentence together. I need someone focused on finishing the first battery farm. Most of the work is done already, I just need someone to take it to the finish line. After we turn it on, it’ll just be a matter of replicating our success. Can you take it off my plate?”

      Zoey wrapped both hands around her coffee cup, her heart jumping in her chest. “I mean, yes. I can do that.”

      JJ practically got a bounce in his step. “That’s the spirit. I’ll send you everything you need to know. I’ll tell the team you’re in charge starting this afternoon. Lynn and I have complete faith in you. It’ll be a great way for you to dip your toe in the water and still get some well-deserved credit for the project.”

      On the way back to her desk, Zoey checked her watch. It was nearly lunchtime and she hadn’t even eaten breakfast. Liam made eye contact with her across the office space, and without speaking or texting, she just grabbed her things and power walked out of the space with him close behind.

      Zoey managed to keep from speaking until they were out of earshot of the building, but only just. She stopped and whirled to face Liam. “What is JJ thinking? There is no way I’m qualified to run a project like that! I’m a research engineer and a decent project manager, but I don’t have the experience to run a huge government project! Especially the one the company is hanging its hat on. Even if it’s almost ready to launch. Especially if it’s ready to launch. And how did Lynn ever think it was okay? I’ve talked to her for like five seconds!”

      Liam seemed to realize that Zoey’s questions weren’t exactly questions and let her vent her frustrations for another few minutes. By the time they reached home, she was running out of new takes on the situation. Zoey opened the front door and made a beeline for Tasha’s crate. While Tasha usually greeted her quickly and sprinted to the back door, this time Tasha stretched, then dashed to Zoey’s legs. Zoey sat down, and Tasha nipped up her stuffed cow and crawled into her lap. Zoey laughed, wrapping her arms around the energetic dog. Alexis regularly told her recruits that stress travels down the leash and Zoey was ready to spend quality time with Tasha before they worked to reduce her stress. For Tasha’s sake. Once Zoey resumed breathing normally again, Liam reached down a hand and she took it, pulling herself to standing. “You ready for my opinion?”

      Zoey ran a hand through her hair. “I think so?”

      Liam walked to the back door and let the dogs out. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “I think you’re selling yourself short. You’re completely capable of running complicated programs. Is it early in your career? Sure. But I think you can pull it off, even if you decide to stay at Future State when this is all over. And you can definitely pull it off for a few weeks.”

      Zoey rubbed her face with her hands. “Presuming we can stop our ticking time bomb.”

      “I mean, yes. Presuming we stop the ticking time bomb.” Liam winced.

      Zoey sighed. “I appreciate your faith in me; it’s just a lot of responsibility.”

      “It is.” Liam rubbed the back of his neck. “But they’re also putting you on the project I personally have the most concerns about. I have so many questions and the best way to find answers is…”

      Zoey put a hand to her forehead. “By letting me take charge. Do you realize how many people I’m going to let down when I walk out the door? I was trying to avoid that.”

      “Fewer than if we left this stone unturned.” Liam frowned. “On that note, has anyone asked you about the flash drive?”

      “Not specifically, no. Who would know I had it except Marco? I mean, JJ recruited me to his team, but why would he care about a flash drive floating around Marco’s lab? I don’t think he even steps foot in there, honestly.”

      “At this point, anything is possible.” Liam opened the back door. “Let’s go see to the dogs.”

      Zoey followed Liam outside. “Do you think Marco suspects you of anything?”

      “Not sure. He seems like the type to notice when the amount of electrolyte in the container changes. Good thing I didn’t take much.” Liam pulled out one of the scent containers with electrolyte and after some practice, both dogs were more comfortable with laying down instead of sitting for the specific smell of electrolyte.

      Once the dogs were happily chewing on their reward toys, Zoey turned to face Liam. A strange undercurrent was still punctuating their interactions, but it was going to have to wait. “What else are you doing besides stealing lab supplies? Or is it better if I don’t know?”

      Liam stared at the dogs. “Mostly, I’m listening. The only thing I’m sure of is that the ‘lab fire’ wasn’t an accident. There are safety measures for the safety measures in the lab. I just need to figure out if Marco was the victim or the perpetrator.”

      “I want to get this over with, Liam.” Zoey blew out a breath. “The longer I’m there, the worse it feels to lie to my coworkers. Friends. No, coworkers.”

      “I know. But it’s only been a few days. We need to be patient. Their security is excellent, but the FBI has figured out how to tap into the feeds. We might even get a lead. Future State’s cameras and microphones are top of the line.” Liam lobbed a toy for Tank, who reached it seconds before Tasha. She had lost all interest in her stuffed cow and was now crawling on her belly towards the big dog, her fluffy white coat not helping her be as invisible as she clearly intended to be.

      Zoey wrinkled her nose. “Doesn’t top of the line security seem a little overkill for corporate America?”

      “It does. The team back in Indiana said the equipment is new since the FBI raid. Lynn comes from a rough family—half of them are in prison thanks to our counterparts in D.C. Lynn has made it clear to the board of directors she understands the consequences of crimes and won’t let one happen in the building on her watch.”

      “Good grief, what did they do?” Zoey tried to reconcile the buttoned-up, formal Lynn with an unfortunate upbringing. She was more than a little ashamed of herself for wondering if Lynn had a similar habit but hadn’t been caught yet.

      “Good old-fashioned drug running. Someone in the family developed a habit they wanted to feed, then found out dealing was financially lucrative. For a while, anyway. They converted the family restaurant into a front for a drug operation. Allegedly, when Lynn found out, she cut ties with them until they promised to get clean. They didn’t. The local authorities didn’t pursue charges with her.”

      “Well, no wonder she’s so adamant that Future State stays on the right side of the law.” Zoey ran a hand through her hair. “Man, she’s always so put together. I had no idea.”

      Liam gave her a sympathetic look. “Sometimes the people who are the most on top of things are the folks with the most to overcome. You just can’t tell by looking at someone what they’ve been through.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” Zoey swallowed hard.

      “Oh, I did it again.” Liam winced. “I didn’t even think.”

      Zoey put a gentle hand on his arm. “I don’t expect you to walk on eggshells around me. What happened with my parents was awful. And tragic. But it is most decidedly not your fault. Everyone has something, and this is my thing. It’s almost harder because it isn’t anyone’s fault. There’s no one to be angry at. Sometimes things just suck with no further explanation.” Liam slipped his hand under hers, threading their fingers together. The contact threatened to overwhelm her senses. Zoey took in a breath. “What are we doing?”

      Liam bit his lip. “I’m not sure, but the last time we did it, things started to get out of hand. Do you want me to stop?”

      Zoey snorted. “No. And that’s the problem. I’m not the type of person who can jump into something without planning ten steps ahead. And I only have to get to, like, step three before I find some issues with this plan. Despite what my…impulsivity might have suggested.”

      “Our impulsivity. And I usually don’t need more than two or three steps, but it’s still complicated. I just…” Liam turned to face her, and Zoey looked away. If their eyes met, her brain would short circuit and she’d start another fire she wasn’t sure she could put out.

      “Yeah. I know. Let’s give it some time, okay?” Zoey squeezed his hand but didn’t let go. Suddenly a wet nose nudged at their joined hands, and Zoey laughed. “Apparently Tasha isn’t sure about sharing me.” She released his hand to run hers along Tasha’s head, and her furry partner’s perky ears lowered into aerodynamic mode to reward her human for figuring out she needed a pet.

      Liam looked down at both dogs. “Let’s get some lunch and head back. I have work to do. It turns out faking it in a research lab is more work than I expected.”

      Zoey grinned. “I’m glad you aren’t picking it up too easily. It makes me feel better to find out that I’m not instantly replaceable. I can help out if you need it.”

      “I might, actually.”
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        * * *

      

      At lunchtime, there were few people around the Future State offices, and no one was paying any attention to the lab. One little experiment would ensure that all of the changes to the battery had been effective. The first experiment had been a success, laying the groundwork for someone else to take the fall. The explosives procured by the team would ensure everything else went to plan.

      The engineers at Future State knew how important it was to test a prototype or two before scaling up. This experiment’s scale-up was on time and running even better than expected. Even Zoey had stepped right into the trap of leadership with minimal nudging. Soon, fingers would be pointed at the wrong people, and this job would become the opportunity it should have been all along. The lab fire had already started gossip, which would lead everyone down the wrong path, completely missing the real danger.

      The security cameras were frozen on an image of an empty lab, providing valuable cover for the quick task. A small amount of material was taken from the cabinets, parts were quickly assembled, and soon, the work was done. A noise outside meant it was time to go. Tools were hastily returned to their drawers, and the most important prototype in the building was whisked into a box. Moments later, security cameras were unfrozen, with no one the wiser.
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        * * *

      

      Liam returned to the lab after lunch to find Marco rearranging a group of small hand tools in a drawer, muttering, “If you’re going to use my equipment, at least have the decency to clean up.” Marco looked up at Liam. “Any idea who left this mess here?”

      Liam grinned. “If it was me, I wouldn’t admit to it now.”

      “Hmph. It wasn’t you, kid. I’ve seen how you work. Someone was in my lab. Well, at least they took their parts with them and didn’t leave them scattered all over my workbench. But nothing is where it’s supposed to be.”

      Liam held up both hands. “I know better than to rummage through your lab without putting my tools away properly. What I lack in knowledge I make up for in wisdom. Why would someone come in over their lunch hour when we weren’t here to help?”

      “I mean, besides the fact that engineers are the degreed version of the kid who stuck their finger in an electrical socket to see what would happen?” He snorted and closed the drawer, satisfied that order had been restored. “The only difference is our engineers would be detailed enough to document the change in their vital signs while they were zapping themselves.”

      Liam laughed and used his hand to wipe the debris left behind on the lab bench into a trash can. “I’ll have to tell Zoey that one.”

      Marco grinned. “She’s probably heard it before. She’s a good egg, your Zoey.”

      “Yeah.” Liam smiled wistfully. “She really is.”

      Marco shook his head and wiped the counter, using a hand vacuum to clear the remaining bits and pieces the previous engineer had left behind. Although Liam was on an operation, helping Marco conduct his tests and coming home to Zoey wasn’t a bad way to spend the day. Even Tank seemed more settled than his normal. He sighed. How messed up was it that he’d never felt more normal than when he was faking a relationship with a woman, in a house that wasn’t his?

      When Liam let Tank out upon returning home, instead of doing his normal run around Liam’s legs, Tank began sniffing Liam’s hands. Nearby, Tasha skipped her greeting to Zoey and also made a beeline to Liam’s hands. Zoey cocked an eyebrow and looked on the verge of cracking a joke about getting ignored, when Tank and Tasha both sat down in front of him, noses pointing at his hands. Zoey tensed. “Did you touch one of the electrolyte containers?”

      He shook his head. “They should have laid down for electrolyte. We’ve never taught them to sit for that. It’s a new skill they may not have figured out, but they shouldn’t give the wrong alert.” He rummaged through his things and found the electrolyte scent container, just in case. Tank immediately lay down. Liam gave him his reward toy and turned back to Zoey, who had done the same for Tasha. “Whatever it is, it isn’t electrolyte, and it’s most likely explosive. We had a visitor in the lab over lunch who’d used Marco’s tools. Looks like it was worse than that.”

      Zoey put her hands to her mouth. “What do we do?”

      “Well, Alexis texted us for an update. No time like the present.”

      Zoey began to pace, and Liam brought up Alexis on video on his phone. She was walking into the building from the training yard. Waffle’s wagging tail was just visible at the bottom of the screen. “Hey, team, how is Colorado?”

      “Tank and Tasha just alerted on my hands.”

      “Okay.” Alexis sat at her desk. “Did you touch any battery electrolyte?”

      “Yes, but there’s a small problem with that. You’d mentioned that in your classes, so we started training them to lay down at the scent of the electrolyte Future State is using. They didn’t lay down. They sat. It’s highly unlikely it’s electrolyte. Also, someone was in the lab earlier today. I checked the feed, and no one came in, despite leaving debris. So they knew enough to override the video while they were in there, but must have left in a hurry.”

      Alexis set her mouth in a line. “Well, you know what that means.”

      Zoey pulled her arms in so tight, it looked like she was hugging herself. “No, actually I don’t.”

      Liam fought the urge to put an arm around Zoey. “It means that the third line on the flash drive plan involves blowing something up.”

      Alexis tapped a pencil on her desk. “If your visitor cleared out, there probably isn’t anything left in the building, but that doesn’t mean he or she won’t be back. We may need to bring the dogs in. Let me make sure you’re covered in the paperwork, okay? If we decide to risk sending them in and the dogs find something, it needs to hold up in court. Just focus on doing your jobs for the next few days, and we’ll see what we can do behind the scenes. We’ll start bringing some locals inside when no one is in the office—that’ll mitigate the risk to you.”

      “And what if their plan doesn’t involve the office?” Zoey frowned.

      Alexis stilled the pencil, and a worried look passed over her face. “We’ll do everything we can to stop them in time.”
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      Because they were keeping their heads down at work, the rest of the week dragged by. Alexis’s local contacts found no additional trace of explosives in the building. Without further information, Zoey and Liam’s weekend was surprisingly empty of plans. Zoey woke up, made coffee, and worked with Tasha to earn her kibble before sitting down for her own breakfast. Liam followed suit a few minutes later with Tank. By mid-morning, she’d finished a load of laundry and wondered how they were going to make it through the weekend; everything felt so urgent, but they were powerless to do anything. Then, Zoey had a flash of brilliance. She looked over at Liam, who was dropping his breakfast dishes in the dishwasher. She definitely didn’t ogle him until he stood up to face her. She forced herself to find a spot on the wall to look at instead. “So, are you up for an adventure today?”

      “Work or play? Because you need rest. You are at least as important as the dogs and much worse at taking recovery breaks.”

      “It’s play. Come on. Let’s pack up the pups and go for a drive.”

      An hour later, they were passing some of Zoey’s favorite landmarks and getting into the mountains. Most of the wine she liked best was grown on the western range, but there was a small winery with a tasting room a little closer to home. It had spectacular views of the Rockies and was a favorite of Future State employees. While she could only handle a glass or two of wine at a time, this was the place to enjoy that glass. And her favorite escape had a wonderful sandwich lunch, benches outside in the sunshine, and welcomed dogs. A part of her knew she was only further blurring the line between herself and her FBI counterpart, and the rest of her was too exhausted to care.

      Zoey parked the car and they let the dogs out to smell everything. The Rocky Mountains were dotted with evergreens, and Zoey found herself scanning for moose out of habit, both because they were beautiful animals and because she’d nearly been run down by one when she’d surprised the animal on a hike in the national park. Since that day, she’d kept her eyes peeled for what she now referred to as Rocky Mountain elephants, so she could appreciate them from a distance. The grass was lush and green after the recent rain and blooming wildflowers dotted the edges of the property. The huge main house-turned-tasting room and restaurant was already buzzing with activity. Zoey and Liam let the dogs go to the ends of their leashes, tails wagging at top speed. Liam walked next to Zoey, and she felt his warm hand slip into hers. Her breath caught at the romance of it all and she chided herself. They were only here for lunch. It was just to relax and pass the time on this very temporary and admittedly odd assignment. Nothing else. She gave his hand a squeeze, then dropped it before she let herself get carried away. She looked back at him. “Come on. You have to see this.”

      Skipping the main building, she led him out to a pre-marked trail through a small vineyard, just starting to green up with the warmer weather. The air smelled fresh and earthy. Both the humans and the dogs took in the scent of the outdoors, and Zoey’s face almost hurt from smiling. She looked over at Liam and took pleasure in the relaxed set of his jaw. He was enjoying the break as much as she. The bright sunshine warmed her to her bones.

      She paused at her favorite vista and Liam stood close, clearly sharing her awe. They weren’t far from the parking lot, but the view made it feel like they were miles from anywhere. “You like it?”

      Liam scoffed. “Of course. It’s gorgeous. And these trails would be perfect for mountain biking.”

      Zoey snorted. “You’ll get us kicked off the property if you go zipping through their vineyards. And believe me, you’ll want to stay; their lunch is to die for.”

      “I’ve been working awfully hard on keeping us all from dying, if it’s all the same to you.”

      She nudged him with her shoulder. “Careful, if you’re too sassy, I won’t share dessert.”

      “I thought we agreed not to flirt.” Liam cocked his head to the side.

      “Did we?” Zoey blushed. “I mean, you’re right. We shouldn’t. I shouldn’t. It’s just that the lines are getting a little blurry and this place…” While Zoey was debating making a break for the main building or tossing propriety out the window, she spotted a familiar face. “Oh no…”

      Liam winced. “Hey, it’s okay—”

      “No, it’s not you. It’s her.” Zoey slipped her hand into his and turned him to face the parking lot. Liam squinted. “That’s Lynn, right?”

      “What’s she doing here?”

      “Well, I first heard about this winery when we came out for a corporate team-building thing. They are using Future State batteries to help with their power management.” She gestured to solar panels on the hill next to large boxes with Future State’s logo on the side. “Maybe Lynn needed to relax as much as we did.”

      “Ready to put on a show?” Liam looked at her with concern and out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lynn waving at them.

      Zoey swallowed hard, then kissed him on the cheek, lingering for a minute and inhaling his very faint aftershave. His voice was gravelly when he spoke. “Fake or not, that was nice.”

      She grinned and placed her nose against his cheek, rubbing it gently on the rough shadow of stubble. “Behave.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      Before she had time to decide what she wanted, Lynn started walking in their direction. Lynn wore expensive slacks with a well-tailored shirt, a wide gold bangle, and large diamond studs. Her short, white-blonde hair was perfectly dyed and styled in a pixie cut. Farther away, Zoey thought she recognized someone else getting out of their car, but they were too far away to identify. Lynn closed the distance between them. “Oh, hello, Zoey. What a pleasant surprise. And Liam, I believe?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Very nice to see you again. I’ve heard Zoey really enjoys working with you.”

      Lynn smiled. “No need to butter me up—you’re off-hours. And on hours, I don’t expect it either. I want people who tell me the truth.”

      At the word truth, the man waved from a distance. Ah, it was JJ. He hadn’t mentioned meeting Lynn this weekend. Zoey looked back at Lynn, forcing something like normal conversation. “Are you both here enjoying the weekend?”

      Lynn gave a rueful smile. “I do plan to enjoy it, but first, JJ and I will be having lunch with potential business partners. JJ thought bringing them here would impress them. No rest for the weary.”

      “Oh?” Zoey looked around but saw no one else. “Who are you meeting?”

      “Some suppliers offering a product they claim will revolutionize battery management. It sounds like they’re trying out a system that helps regulate charging to increase battery life without us touching battery chemistry. And you know better than anyone else how hard that is.” She gave Zoey a knowing look. “I’m here to see if they’re all talk and no walk. If they do what they say they can do, we want to strike an exclusive deal before anyone else. JJ suggested wining and dining them while showing off Future State’s technology to prove we’ll be a good partner. Hopefully, it’ll give us a strategic advantage.”

      “Nice. Well, good luck with that.” Tasha nudged her and Zoey gave her a pat.

      Lynn looked down at the two dogs, who were waiting patiently to be adored. “And these must be your dogs.”

      “Yes. This is Tasha. She’s spoiled rotten so she comes with us everywhere. And Liam’s dog is named Tank. He suffers from the same spoiled rotten affliction.” Tank thumped his tail, since the humans seemed to be noticing what a good dog he was.

      JJ soon climbed up the small hill to join them, and they crowded closer together on the path to make room for him. His eyebrows furrowed and then he smiled with recognition. “Zoey. Such a surprise to see you here. Did Lynn want you to join our meeting? I’ll see if they can get us a bigger table.”

      Lynn waved away his question. “Oh, no. Zoey and Liam are here for fun. We won’t spoil their weekend with business. We were just catching up.” Lynn leaned down to give Tasha a pat and Tasha sniffed her hand. After a few moments, she allowed Lynn to pet her and started swishing her tail at the attention. Soon, Tank greeted her similarly. “What great dogs. And so polite. My sister has dogs but they’re a little bit smaller and more…aggressively friendly.”

      Zoey grinned. “Tasha and Tank could both probably knock you over if they wanted to, so we definitely have trained them to keep all four paws on the ground.” Tank and Tasha began sniffing the air, their demeanor not unlike when Liam had come home with explosives on his hands. Zoey’s stomach dropped a second before they both lay down nearly at exactly the same time.

      “What well-behaved dogs!” Lynn gave the dogs one last pet, but the dogs ignored her attention, and kept their noses pointed in the space around Lynn. “Let’s let these two have fun, JJ. I’ve already called in our table.” Lynn gave them a small wave and they walked away. Zoey’s hands began to shake, and she praised Tasha, even as her nerves roared up with newfound energy. Once they were out of earshot, she hissed, “What’s next?”

      Liam looked at the main building, now filling up with more customers. “I’d like to stick around, get some lunch, and maybe take a few pictures with my girlfriend. We can figure out afterward why the two executives who never get their hands dirty smell like electrolyte.”

      Zoey looked at him incredulously for a moment until she spotted the twinkle in his eye. “Ah, got it. Do we want to position those selfies so we get a good background?”

      “Now that you mention it, I think we should.” He held out a hand and she took it, the two dogs following behind on full alert.

      Once they were seated, Liam placed his phone on the table and pointed it in the direction of the table of Future State executives and their soon-to-be business partners, which was conveniently out of earshot of all of the other tables. Zoey had lost her appetite, but Liam chose a few appetizers and they each selected a glass of wine. The atmosphere might even be romantic if she wasn’t trying to keep from openly staring at the small group and straining her ears for conversation too far away to actually hear. She received her glass of wine and resigned herself to hearing nothing. She sighed. “I’m sorry, Liam. I don’t know how to get us closer.”

      Liam tipped his head towards his phone and took a small drink of wine. “Wow, this is great. And not super expensive either.” He lowered his voice. “Directional microphone. We’ll listen later. For now, let’s take a leisurely lunch and just enjoy the scenery. This place has nothing but great views.”

      Zoey looked over at Lynn’s table again, then she forced herself to look away. “Elise and I love it here, so after a particularly long week, we’ll come out for lunch. I wanted to invite her today, but everything’s been so weird…”

      “Elise is great. And she asks good questions.”

      Zoey eyed him skeptically over the top of her wine glass. “Glad to hear you say that after she gave you the third degree.”

      “If you think she’s protective, you should meet my sisters.” He swirled the wine in his glass and over-exaggerated a gulp.

      Despite the circumstances, Zoey laughed. “Do I want to know?”

      Liam raised his eyes to the sky. “Oh, if they found out about all of this, I’d never hear the end of it. And neither would you.” Liam studied his wine, then lowered his voice. “Okay, why would Lynn and JJ meet with a supplier about something like this on a Saturday? Is it that important?”

      Zoey took a sip of wine, letting her focus drift to the wildflowers nearby. The cheerful yellows and pinks were a contrast to the meeting that looked much like theirs, but in Zoey’s head, almost certainly had a sinister sheen. Unless JJ and Lynn were getting duped, like she had been. “I assume so. The government project will only keep us afloat for so long. A product that would give us longer-lasting batteries, without having to redesign the batteries from the ground up, would be worth fitting into Lynn’s schedule. But come on, no one is breaking and entering over something like that.”

      “You’d be surprised what some people will do to make a buck.” Liam reached for her hand and ran his thumb over hers. “They’re watching. For my part, I’m quite concerned that the two executives who I’ve never seen come near the lab smell like battery material.”

      Zoey looked down at the dogs. “Is it really suspicious they smell like raw materials from the factory? I mean, they do work there.”

      Liam swirled his wine. Most of what he’d been given remained in the glass. Like her, he’d been going through the motions but not actually drinking much. “On a Saturday? After the dogs smelled traces of explosives on me when someone rifled through the lab?”

      Before she could answer, the group began to shake hands and stood, apparently finished with their business. Lynn hung back a bit. Maybe she was playing hardball? Or, she knew Zoey and Liam were watching and didn’t want to be implicated. Still, something seemed off about the scene. “Something isn’t right, Liam. Watch Lynn.”

      Liam looked over at the group at the exact moment Lynn turned to look at them. Zoey waved so their spying would appear nosy rather than suspicious. Liam turned back to her. “You’re right. Whatever is going on, Lynn has reservations. She’s rubbing the front of her neck and has one foot pointed towards the parking lot. She wants to get out of here. Or she doesn’t want witnesses.” He held up his phone so they looked like they were taking a selfie with the vineyard in the background. Zoey held up her wine to drive home the effect, and Liam positioned the phone so that it centered the group, including Lynn. The image was a much higher resolution than the pictures her phone took. She and Liam took pictures in several different poses so that he could get as many shots of the group as possible, even leaning down like they were including the dogs so he could get a different angle. A part of her felt a bit guilty about being so invasive, but that part of her was quickly silenced by her own suspicions.

      Once the group began to walk towards the parking lot, Liam reached for her hand again. “Let’s let them leave first, then we’ll get home and see what they said.”

      By the time they finished and paid for their meal, Liam had sent the audio to Alexis and her team to refine the sound. He’d also amplified the conversation enough so they could play it on the way home like the world’s most interesting podcast. Or so Zoey thought, until they actually listened to it. There had been a non-trivial amount of background noise and small talk, and Zoey had almost given up on learning anything useful when they got to the good part.

      The first man, who had a gravelly voice, pitched the initial idea. “It’s so nice you could take the time to meet with us. JJ showed a lot of interest in our technology.”

      Lynn paused before answering. “So you’ve said. I’d like to hear more, but I do ask that you don’t share anything confidential before we get our legal team involved.”

      The second man spoke. His voice was friendly and eager. “Oh, of course. We can give you some prototypes to look at before we talk costs. We’ve filed for a patent on everything you’ll see. I’m not worried you’ll steal the technology. JJ told us that you’ve been responsible for keeping Future State on the straight and narrow. You can put our prototypes on your current project and have them working in less than a week—we hear you’re building a battery farm for the government that should be finished soon.”

      Lynn responded again. “Yes. That’s public knowledge.” Her tone was clipped, and Zoey wondered if this was about the time Lynn began to look uncomfortable in person. “And your product can be used without modifying our batteries?”

      “Yes.” The first man spoke again. “Our technology attaches to your specialized connectors and adds additional intelligence to the process. As you know better than most, the speed at which batteries charge and discharge can affect their longevity. Combined with your technology, we can shift which batteries are charging within a stack, leading to an increase in battery life of over 30 percent in our lab tests. We see measurably less dendrite formation. On a project this size, that’s not trivial.”

      Zoey pulled the car over into an empty parking lot. Liam gave her a curious look, and she shrugged. “I can’t drive and listen to this. I don’t want to explain to the police that I bumped into another vehicle because I’m cooperating with a federal investigation and couldn’t focus on the road. It’d be awkward for everyone involved.”

      JJ spoke, his voice cautious. “I’d hate to see it derail the project.”

      The first man responded. “Don’t think of this as a derailment. It’s an enhancement. We can provide you with the instructions and you could take it from there. We’ll get you test devices right away if you want them. Minimal setup, instant results.”

      “A 30 percent increase in battery life would be a game-changer.” Lynn blew out a breath. “I’d have to run this by the government if we plan to install devices on all of our battery stacks. Any changes, positive or negative, have to be approved by them. This could make an already complicated project even more complicated.”

      The second man’s tone was easy. “Well, we don’t want to complicate the effort. Perhaps you could just try the few experimentally, then we can help support the conversation with the government when you see results.”

      JJ’s tone was more relaxed when he responded this time. “We could probably arrange that. And will you be funding the initial effort?”

      The second man answered, “Entirely.”

      “It will cost us extra to install them.”

      There was a pause in conversation, then the second man replied, “We’re prepared to pay a nominal fee to help cover installation. We’re convinced we’ll more than make it back.”

      Lynn said, “Okay, let me run this by my internal team. Then, I’ll get back to you.”

      There was a brief pause in conversation, then JJ added, “Yes, we will let you know.” The sound of dishes and chairs moving indicated that this was when the team began to disperse. Zoey pulled back onto the highway silently, wondering how to interpret what she had heard.

      

      Even though Zoey was tired and overwhelmed, the minute they got home, she led Tasha to the backyard to work on her training. The morning’s discovery had invigorated both Tank and Tasha, and their practice went even better than usual. Tasha seemed to sense Zoey’s discomfort and retrieved her cow stuffed animal to drop at Zoey’s feet after they were finished. The cow had now lost its tail, but the gesture was appreciated all the same. Zoey sat down to cuddle the dog closer, and Tasha climbed in her lap. Zoey laughed and Tasha licked her cheek. “I’m not sure you’re supposed to keep doing that. But you’re a very good dog, all the same.”

      Tasha curled up and Zoey adjusted so she had plenty of space for the ball of fluff in her lap, the grass tickling the back of her legs. They could both be comfortable while they watched Liam and Tank finish up. Even though Tasha loved searching for the elusive training canisters and watched Tank with her ears perked, she stayed close to Zoey. As soon as Zoey felt herself relax, Tasha hopped off her lap and joined in the fun, even racing Tank to find the scent first. Liam had planted another one of the scent containers with the battery ingredients, and Tasha lay down a split second before Tank did the same.

      Once they were done and the dogs were laying on the kitchen floor to cool off, Liam looked at Zoey with concern. “We’re going to figure this out.”

      “I wish we’d already figured it out.” Zoey rubbed the back of her neck. “What do we do next? Is it nefarious or are they just putting in extra hours to make sure Future State succeeds? And if they were the ones in the lab messing with explosives, why did they only smell like electrolyte?”

      Liam put his arms around her. “Let’s spend the rest of the weekend letting our team look into the details. Then on Monday, we’ll try to get our hands on one of the prototypes. Maybe it’ll be the key that makes everything make sense.”

      Zoey closed her eyes and breathed in Liam’s smell. “And we’re just supposed to behave ourselves with no supervision and nothing on the schedule tomorrow?”

      Liam chuckled. “If that’s what you want.”

      “Want is a strong word.” She opened her eyes and looked into his. “I’m conflicted.”

      Liam leaned down and pressed a soft kiss against her lips. “Then let’s just take it slow, okay? I want you very clear-headed when I convince you that we should see how this goes on step one or two, and save step ten for later. And to keep us out of trouble, I’ve rented mountain bikes for tomorrow and found a trail for beginners nearby.”

      “Well, your convincing is off to a strong start.”
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      Miles away from Zoey and Liam, a meeting was taking place behind an abandoned house. The streetlights in this area were dim and flickering, and this particular house’s lights hadn’t worked for some time. A cigarette was lit and the meeting began. “You’re playing with fire.”

      A voice from the shadows responded, “Calm down. We’re all equals on this. You don’t get to call the shots. You’re lucky I agreed to meet you again.”

      “I don’t think lucky is the right word. I work alone. Don’t interfere again unless you want to make sure I end this deal before it even gets started.”

      The shadowed voice replied, “Don’t make threats you can’t make good on. We got the parts in the door. You’ll use them or our deal is off. We’ll turn government informant. The feds don’t care much for premeditation. I’m sure we could convince them that you were really responsible for Future State’s downfall. You’re not the only one who knows how to create evidence.”

      “Don’t try to play games you can’t win. I’ll finish the job. There’s no need for idle threats.” The cigarette was flicked to the ground and stomped out.

      “They aren’t idle. They’re just threats. If there isn’t an extremely public explosion at Future State’s fancy new battery farm, there’s no deal. It’s too easy to cover up a small accident. As you know.” A duffle bag was tossed on the ground. “You’ll want these. Our down payment is inside too. And if you don’t follow through, our deal is off. No amount of money will save you from the consequences of backing out.”

      “And when do I get the rest?” The duffel bag lay on the ground untouched while another cigarette was lit.

      “We’ll pay you the rest when we see the fireball on the news.”

      “Fine. I’ll take care of it. If you don’t want me to change my mind, you’ll leave now.” The man scuttled away. Their alliance of convenience was a delicate partnership, but a necessary one. Wrongs would soon be righted. It wasn’t the most subtle way to change the future, but it would have to do. A news organization had quietly been given access to the security feeds for an exclusive first look into Future State’s development. Moments after their feed went live, flames would burn out any chance of Future State’s success. No one would be able to save the company from the unrecoverable PR disaster.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning brought with it more than just the dread of starting a new work week. Thanks to an FBI assessment, Liam and Zoey would be ramping up real-time communication, including the addition of discreet earpieces that would allow them to hear each other at all times. Just when Zoey had become almost used to the camaraderie and current of attraction at home, she had to start working with Liam’s voice in her ear. It brought a whole new level of intensity to her day. Additionally, both she and Liam also had access to all of the high-resolution security cameras at Future State via an app on an FBI-issued cellphone. How, Zoey didn’t ask. Still, even with the capability literally in the palm of her hands, invading the privacy of her coworkers would absolutely be a last resort. Just the thought of it made her nauseous. However, she wouldn’t have much time in the morning, regardless, thanks to an update meeting with Lynn and JJ. She’d kept her goals for the day low and achievable. She only needed to appear as if she had no idea that Lynn and JJ’s weekend meeting reeked of problems, that the FBI was trying to figure out what law was being broken by whom, and that the FBI was listening in on their discussion. Easy peasy.

      Soon, she lost herself in her emails, wondering how bored Liam must be listening to her typing noises. Then a voice behind her shattered her hard-earned peace. “Hey, Zoey. Got a second?”

      Zoey swallowed hard and turned to face JJ, hoping her suspicions weren’t written all over her face. “Of course! Did you have a nice weekend? I mean, after we saw you, did you get a break from work?” Lynn and Kendra walked by behind and she waved. The movement of air sent an unusual smell to her nose. Something like cigarette smoke mixed with the smell of JJ’s cologne.

      “Absolutely. I met up with an old friend from college. That was good.”

      “Good.” Zoey began to fiddle with her necklace. “That’s good. Can I help you with something, boss?”

      JJ looked over her shoulder at her emails. “If you’re not too busy. I have some spreadsheets I’d like you to look at before we meet with Lynn. It’s all financials and I want to make sure everything balances. You’re so detail-oriented that I think you’re the one for the job. Just send me an email that you’ve reviewed it once you’re happy with it.”

      “No problem.” Zoey pulled up her calendar. “Our meeting is soon, right? Have you sent it to me already?”

      “Not yet. It’ll be in your inbox in five minutes.”

      “Consider it done.” Zoey spun her chair around, breathing a sigh of relief once she was sure JJ was out of earshot.

      Moments later, a spreadsheet popped up in her inbox with a more formally worded request to check the amounts, with Lynn copied in. Zoey opened the document, eager to see exactly how JJ had solved the cost problem. The total cost of the components being used to construct Future State’s new traditional battery was much lower than she’d anticipated. Some costs were unsurprising, but a few subcomponents were coming in at a fraction of what she would expect. It was beyond impressive—Zoey would have thought JJ would have had to change the design entirely, but Marco said he’d just gotten a good deal from their suppliers. Why would anyone be trying to tank the company when they were building batteries for costs she could only dream of?

      Zoey continued checking all of the totals and found no mistakes, even cross-checking with supplier invoices. Everything JJ sent her appeared to be in perfect order. JJ approached her desk with minutes to spare before the meeting. “Did you find anything wrong?”

      “No.” Zoey shrugged. “All of the numbers matched the expenses like they should. I just sent the same to you in an email.”

      JJ’s shoulders relaxed. “Perfect.”

      Zoey’s smile felt strained, even to her. Was this some kind of test? “Are you ready for the meeting?”

      JJ checked his watch. “Ready or not, it’s that time.”

      Zoey removed her laptop from its docking station and followed JJ, studying his mannerisms. He walked with confidence and paid attention to his surroundings—he wasn’t the type to text and walk. Of course, that would be dicey at best with his laptop under one arm and his giant coffee in the other hand. Which told her…nothing.

      They reached Lynn’s office, where the executives were already gathered. This time, the projects were more familiar to Zoey, and in short order, they were showing the numbers from the spreadsheet she’d just reviewed. While there were probably other reasons everyone liked JJ, generally, it seemed like the crew of executives were mostly grateful he didn’t ask them for help, as others in the room had. Of course, a former CEO working in middle management was a unique advantage.

      Zoey smoothed out her shirt when it was her turn to present how the government battery farm project was going. Her team had made her job easy: installation was almost complete at their first location, and she made sure to give credit where it was due. The executives were pleased to hear that it would soon be ready for a site visit. Even better, they would be turning it on within weeks. Lynn clapped her hands. “Well done, Zoey! Next month will be a banner month for Future State. We will finally put our past behind us. What a great time for you to come back.”

      Lynn closed the meeting, and Zoey took her time gathering her things, wondering why Lynn hadn’t mentioned anything about the weekend meeting at the winery. JJ didn’t leave right away either. He leaned casually against the conference room table. “So, what do you think about installing some of the prototypes we talked about this weekend?”

      Lynn frowned and looked at Zoey. “Doesn’t the team have a pretty full schedule right now?”

      JJ waved a hand. “We’re ahead of schedule on the battery farm. And the prototypes will take almost no time to plug into the existing system. Our new partners even dropped a handful of them off at the building before they left town. They were at the front desk this morning.”

      Lynn lifted an eyebrow. “Zoey, does your team have time to install an extra component while they’re finishing up?”

      Zoey’s pulse thundered in her ears. “Maybe Liam can take a look at them in the lab. I know he’s still ramping up. He may have some time to test them.” There. That would buy them some time until she got the FBI’s thoughts on the matter.

      JJ shook his head. “Our partner would never agree to that. They’re ready to commercialize, and if we don’t act quickly, our competitors will. And then we’ll be right back where we started.”

      “We still have to be selective about our projects.” Lynn eyed JJ. “But you have a point. Our competition is nipping at our heels. And between you and me, I think they’re willing to play dirty to do it.”

      Zoey winced at what Lynn might suggest next. “And you want me to…”

      “Supervise the installation of the prototypes. We will win by being the best and that means taking some risks. If Liam has extra time, let’s see if he’s willing to install them at the battery farm. We can get this out of the way without distracting the rest of the team. Going with Liam will give you a sense for the scale of these projects. Do you have time tomorrow?”

      Liam’s voice was suddenly in her earpiece. She yelped with surprise and JJ and Lynn gave her a curious look. She dramatically rubbed her hip. “Sorry, sciatica. Just startled me. That’s all. It’s from…running too much. Without stretching.”

      Liam whispered, “Say yes. We need to look at those components.”

      “Sure. Of course. I’ll see if he can find the time.” Zoey kept her tone even while something like annoyance flashed across JJ’s face.

      Lynn returned to her desk, and Zoey followed JJ back to his office to get the parts Lynn wanted installed the following day. He retrieved a cardboard box with the lid open but waited to hand it to her. “Zoey, I know we’re putting a lot of responsibility on you right now. But you’ve been doing great, and I think you can handle it.”

      “Thank you, JJ. It means…a lot. That you trust me.”

      JJ looked into the box of parts. “These are the only ones I have, and they are on loan, so please handle them carefully. The instructions on how to connect them to our batteries are inside. Could you take pictures and email them to me after they are installed? I’m worried that our partners will go with someone else if they think we’re not serious about this. I mean, Lynn is great, but she’s got a lot on her plate right now. So, it’s up to us to make this happen.”

      Zoey breathed a sigh of relief. Take pictures, she could do. “Of course. Any special instructions?”

      “Just plug them in. You’ll find some open spots on the side of the battery cabinets. Smart battery management technology is the way of the future, and we won’t have to develop it in-house.”

      Zoey smiled. “That does sound valuable. Well, I’m happy to help. Let me see if I can convince Liam to take a little trip tomorrow so we can jump straight to the future.” Zoey took the unadorned cardboard box and peeked inside. It was filled with smaller, high-quality boxes with flashy logos, not unlike the one that came with her smartphone. This supplier obviously had their act together. She walked past her desk to the lab, where Marco and Liam were working side-by-side with a number of different chemicals.

      Liam looked up and gave her an affectionate smile. She blushed and placed the box on the lab bench. “Hey there, I have to ask you for a favor.”

      Marco washed his hands and wiped them on a towel. “Anything for my favorite project manager.”

      “Hey, I’m right here.” Liam lifted his hands.

      “I was actually going to ask if I could get some help from Liam.” Zoey held up the box of parts.

      Marco winked at her. “Did you bring us new toys to play with?”

      “Something like that.” Zoey pulled a glossy box out of the larger cardboard one. “So, JJ got us some new equipment to try out. I guess these can be hooked up to individual battery stacks to regulate recharging and help increase the life of our battery farms.”

      Marco took the box from her and lifted the lid off. It slid off smoothly, and a simple but well-packaged plastic component lay nestled in a custom slot, its connection cables wrapped in a neat circle beneath it. “Nice. I’ve been asking to implement this for ages, but JJ always told me we didn’t have the budget for it. Do they actually work?”

      “Great question.” Zoey put her hands on her hips. “That’s what they want us to figure out. I guess we have a limited amount of time to make a deal with this company and they want to put some of the prototypes on our new battery farm. Tomorrow. JJ thinks it’ll be easy. First question, is he right? Second question, can I borrow Liam to lend a hand plugging them in? I’ve been meaning to go see the project in person anyway.” Zoey kept her tone nonchalant.

      “Absolutely, but I’m coming along too. We have custom connections, and these are obviously designed with our batteries in mind. I’d like to see if they did it right.” Marco lifted the plastic prototype to get a better view of the connections. “How long have we been working with this company?”

      Zoey shrugged. “I’m not sure. Lynn and JJ just struck a deal with them this past weekend, but I don’t know how long they’ve been talking.”

      “Well, we won’t have any problem installing these.” Marco looked over at Liam. “You up for some on-the-job training tomorrow?”

      “Absolutely.” Liam nodded. “Where is this battery farm?”

      Marco put the component back in the box. “Not far outside of town. It might be a long day, though. JJ always thinks things will be easier than they are.”

      Liam winced. “It’s too late to get a dog sitter. We’ll have to bring the dogs with us. That okay?”

      Marco crossed his arms. “If it’s just the three of us, I don’t mind. If they cause trouble, you’ll have to take turns watching them in the car or taking them for walks away from the equipment.”

      “Deal. Thanks, both of you. Do you want me to bring the parts tomorrow?” Zoey reached for the box. They’d have to investigate the parts tonight. It was suboptimal, but they could make it work.

      Marco shook his head. “No, let me take them. That way, if they break, I’ll only have myself to blame.”

      “I don’t mind taking the heat if something happens. You can always blame the new guy.” Liam smiled. “I’d be happy to bring them.”

      Marco waved away Liam’s comment. “No, no. This is my responsibility. You two are travelling with dogs, your car is already full.” He picked up the box and sealed it with packing tape, then scrawled a note across the top, making it clear no one was to open it without calling him first. Zoey, too, had carefully guarded and marked her parts when she worked in the test lab. The last thing any of them needed was for a well-meaning fellow employee to break something just before it got tested. It wasn’t ideal, but they could get a closer look at the parts tomorrow before the installation. Job done, she left Liam with Marco and went to clear her schedule for tomorrow’s unexpected day trip.

      

      When Liam and Zoey returned home for the evening, the dogs smelled them both frantically, as was their habit, before running out to the backyard for training. Fortunately, they didn’t alert. After a brief training session, they made dinner. Zoey was so focused on the next day’s trip, she barely spoke to Liam until late into the evening when she flopped onto the couch and closed her eyes.

      Liam cleared his throat. “Can I get you a drink or help you get to bed? I mean, to your room. You seem tired.”

      Zoey snorted, too exhausted to hide her amusement. “No drinks. And I’ll see myself to bed tonight. But I wouldn’t kick you off the couch if you want to join me.” She lifted her legs in the air and he slid under them, resting her feet on his lap.

      “You’ve done amazing.” He sighed. “I tried again after you left, but Marco wouldn’t let me take the parts home. I thought he might smack my hand if I even touched the box. It’s a shame. I’d like to study them.”

      Zoey opened one eye. “I mean, what good will it do us? We’ll know soon enough if they work.”

      Liam looked on the verge of saying something but stopped. “True.”

      Zoey sat up. “What was that look?” Liam looked away, and it was as effective as when Tasha pretended that she didn’t want Tank’s toy. Much like Tank, Zoey only got more focused. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m not sure. But doesn’t it seem odd they want us to install something literally anyone could put in? It’s a simple connection and it’s not that far away. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were trying to get us out of the building.”

      Zoey pulled her arms across her chest and turned to brace her feet on the floor. Soon, a wet nose poked at her knee. She rubbed Tasha’s head. “Do we need to tell someone?”

      “Already did.” Liam wiggled his phone in the air. “Alexis is on her way. She was getting antsy sitting on the sidelines anyway. She’ll keep an eye on the building and Waffle will keep a nose on it.”

      Zoey breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Have I mentioned how nice it is to be working with you?” Liam winked at her and she swatted at him. “I thought we were pretending that didn’t happen.”

      Liam bit his lip. “Hm, I thought I was convincing you we were a good idea.” Zoey started to lean into him, then Liam’s phone rang. A video call. Zoey jumped, then she panic-fluffed her hair and straightened to attention. Liam put a hand on hers for a moment, a semi-amused look on his face. “It’s okay. It’s just Alexis.” He answered the call and Alexis appeared as the passenger in a car. “Hey, Liam, Zoey. You all holding up all right?”

      Zoey pulled her arms tight against her stomach. “We’re doing great.”

      Alexis snorted. “I’m may not be as observant as Scarlett, but I’m not that gullible.” The sound of Matt’s voice was in the background and the microphone picked up a gentle teasing tone. Alexis looked over at Matt, who must be driving. “I am being nice. High achievers respond to tough love. Ask me how I know.”

      Zoey burst out laughing. “I’d love to be a fly on the wall for more of your conversations, Alex. When do you get here?”

      “Matt is dropping Waffle and me off at the airport now. Tomorrow morning, we’ll be walking around Future State. I’ll be temporarily joining their security staff, along with a couple of our trusted local friends. If you wanted to start an explosion, the lab’s a good place to do it. All you have to do is make sure it’s empty first.”

      Zoey rubbed her neck. “Do Lynn or JJ know about this?”

      Alexis shook her head. “For now, we’re just keeping that between us. You two stay safe, and I’ll figure out why someone wanted you out of the office so badly. When you get there, take some pictures of the prototypes they want you to install as well. I’d like to see them.”

      “Okay.” Zoey swallowed hard.

      The call disconnected and Zoey looked at the blank screen. “So that’s it? We just go to bed like it’s a normal night?”

      “Yes. We just go to bed. Separately.” They both stood, but neither of them moved. Zoey stood up on her tiptoes and Liam leaned down. They met in the middle for a moment and Zoey savored the kiss.

      Zoey opened her eyes and took a deep breath. “Separately. Okay. I got this. Goodnight.” She started towards her room and took three steps before she realized she was going in the wrong direction. She bit her lip and adjusted course, wondering when she would ever feel normal again. Or if she wanted to.
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      It was a surprisingly pleasant drive out of the city, away from the mountains and towards the flatter areas of Colorado. The mountains were beautiful, but the change in the view was a nice reminder of the town Zoey had left in Indiana. She missed Riverbend and found herself looking forward to getting back to the mountain biking crew, shooting the breeze with the mayor/owner of the pub afterwards. She could make it work as a semi-paid employee for at least another few months. Tank and Tasha were curled up together in the backseat while she and Liam talked about their extended families, telling the best of the funny stories and some of the harder ones as well.

      The GPS indicated they were approaching their destination, but time spent with Liam had a way of passing quickly. She looked out of the window. “You know, I had a cousin in the Army who is still close to the men he served with, years later. Is this why? I mean, is it forced proximity that makes it so easy for us to be around each other?”

      Liam chuckled. “I don’t know, but I can tell you I enjoy your company even when we’re not at work. And this level of comfort is new. For me. At least with humans. Tank doesn’t say much.”

      “I mean, it’s nice to know I’m a better conversationalist than Tank.” Tank lifted his head, and Tasha sleepily opened one eye.

      They crested a hill, and a large wind farm came into view. Zoey put a hand to her chest. “I never get tired of how beautiful the turbines are. I know not everyone likes the look of them, but they take my breath away.”

      Liam grinned. “It’s easy to see how you ended up at Future State. It’s hard not to get swept up in the potential of it all. Especially for someone like you, who is passionate about making a difference.”

      Before she could decide how to respond, Zoey spotted a gravel parking lot and several clean rows of Future State-branded battery stacks. “There it is! Oh, don’t the batteries look awesome next to the turbines?”

      Liam parked the car in the empty lot. “Are the crews done here already? This place looks nearly finished.”

      “They’re supposed to be done. Although, honestly, most of the hard assembly work happens at the factory. It’ll just be you, me, and Marco doing the install. Whenever he gets here. They’ll turn these on once our team completes their final checks and JJ approves everything, but it should be soon.” Zoey opened the back door and two energetic dogs leapt out of the car. Zoey sent a quick text to Alexis and found out no one had made a move yet at Future State. Zoey and Liam walked the dogs around the area, and not surprisingly, the two dogs found no explosives. However, clearing an area they knew was unlikely to hold any bombs was good practice both for the dogs and them. It hadn’t taken Zoey long to realize in their training that finding nothing was an extraordinarily difficult task in its own right. It required a level of certainty and confidence that took time for a canine and her handler to master.

      Soon after they finished, Marco arrived in his ancient station wagon. It was still in perfect working order. He’d been fixing it personally for years, and if anyone made a comment about its age, he’d proudly lead them to the odometer and let them know how many years his car payment had been exactly $0.

      Marco got out of the car and surveyed the wind farm and the battery farm before looking in their direction. “Morning, kids.” He walked over and squatted down to greet the dogs. “And who do we have here?”

      Zoey introduced Tank and Tasha, who sniffed him curiously, all up and down his pants. Marco laughed. “You must smell my cat, Miss Kitty. She doesn’t think much of dogs, but it’s not personal, you know.” Marco kept making a fuss over them and their tails began to wag.

      Zoey laughed. “I think they like you.”

      “I love dogs too. Welp, I’m not sure if Lynn approves of having dogs at the job site, but there’s no rule against it, so I certainly approve. Let’s get everything plugged in, and we can take a look at the data. Lot of hullabaloo over something I could have designed if they’d just asked me to, but what do I know? I’m just here to follow orders. I honestly would have sent you by yourself, but the last time Future State ran a new experiment, it caught fire.” Marco walked over to the back of the station wagon and popped the trunk, the dogs still gamely following their new friend.

      Tank stiffened, sniffing the air. Tasha tugged on the end of her long leash, tail wagging. Marco pulled the box from the trunk and placed it on the ground. Tasha pulled harder. Zoey’s pulse thundered in her ears and she looked over to see Tank at full attention, pulling Liam towards the box. Zoey grabbed Liam’s arm. “What do we do?” she hissed.

      “We need to distract him. And get you out of here.”

      “Hey, Marco!” Zoey waved an arm before he shut the trunk. “Do you have your toolset with you?”

      Marco reached for a well-worn canvas bag. “Always.”

      “Great. Our engine was making an awful sound and smells terrible. Even the dogs were bothered by it. Would you mind taking a look and seeing if we need to call someone? It’ll take ages to get help out here if we can’t get it started.” Hearing herself say the words sent a chill up Zoey’s spine. Suddenly, being alone with Marco in rural Colorado was a lot scarier than she’d anticipated. Still, the car was far enough away, and working at the hood would put a physical barrier between them and whatever the dogs were smelling.

      Marco hefted the bag. “No rest for the wicked.” He tipped his head towards the box. “Let’s look at your car first. It’ll take at least an hour to get a tow if you need it.”

      Zoey popped the hood and brought Marco around to the front of the vehicle, which smelled absolutely and utterly normal. “Do you smell that?”

      Marco gave a good sniff. “Nope. I sure don’t. But I believe you.”

      Her heart warmed at his unjustified faith in her claim. Then, her stomach twisted. Why would Marco have brought something explosive? Perhaps it was just more battery electrolyte that had confused the dogs’ noses.

      Soon, Liam joined them, and Zoey felt a warm presence at her knee again. Tasha sat at Zoey’s feet and Liam brought Tank to a dignified heel. “Hey, Marco, mind going for a walk with me?”

      Zoey’s eyes widened. “Liam?”

      “You too, Zoey. I’d like to go chat and I think better when I walk.”

      Marco put the tools back in his bag and lowered the hood, the weight of the hood making a louder noise than Zoey expected. She jumped at the bang and Marco’s look of concern was laced with suspicion. “Zoey, are you okay?”

      Zoey nodded. “Let’s go on that walk. The dogs could use it too.”

      Liam led them away from the battery farm without further explanation. Once they were a good distance from the cars, Liam ran a hand through his hair. “Marco, I need to ask you some questions.”

      Marco eyed them both. “Okay. What am I missing?”

      Liam let Tank sniff Marco, but he didn’t have the same reaction as he did to the box. “Did you do anything besides handle our new components in the lab yesterday?”

      Marco studied Liam as if he’d grown an extra head rather than asked a simple question. “Are you feeling okay? You were there, Liam. I pulled one out of its container, put it back, and taped the outer box shut.” Marco took a step closer to Zoey, his manner protective.

      “I was there.” Tank returned to Liam’s side and Liam gave him a pat and praise. “And did you remove the packing tape with your signature across it after we left?”

      Marco’s return look was one of pure incredulity. “Oh yes. I cut through it, put a new piece of tape on, then carefully duplicated my old note. No, of course not. I don’t have time to mess with equipment that should already work. Really, Liam. What has gotten into you?”

      Zoey exchanged a look with Liam, and he took a small step forward. “Tank used to be a bomb-sniffing dog. I adopted him from a police officer friend of mine who couldn’t keep him anymore. I think there’s something wrong with those components.”

      Marco eyed Liam, then Zoey. “What do you want to do with them?”

      Liam looked back at the parking lot. “We need to get a team in to figure out what’s in them. I have a buddy—”

      “The police officer buddy?” Marco narrowed his eyes.

      Liam cleared his throat. “One and the same. He’ll know what to do. Let’s leave them where they’re at for now, and he’ll be along shortly. Zoey and I will wait for him. You can head back to the office once he clears your car. Then we can figure out what’s going on.”

      “You’re not telling me everything. Why do you want me gone?” Marco put his hands on his hips and looked down at Tank. Realization dawned and his eyes darkened, then turned on Liam. “Have you been lying to me? Are you working with the FBI? Why are you sneaking around? Did the front door not work this time?”

      Zoey felt her eyes widen and tried to force her face to become expressionless. “That’s a pretty big leap, Marco.” A pang of guilt hit her in the stomach, but she ignored it.

      “Is it? Because the way I see it, you’re hiding something, Liam. You’re suddenly sharper than you let on in the lab and your dog just happens to smell bombs? No. I don’t think so. You’re working for someone. And I’m going to need answers before I call Lynn personally and tell her you aren’t who you seem to be.” Marco turned to Zoey. “Zoey, I’m sorry, but I think your boyfriend is lying to both of us. And I’d feel a lot better if I knew he was one of the good guys.”

      Uncertainty flooded her system, but before she could decide how to play it, Liam put a hand on her arm. “Marco, trust me, you don’t want the answers to what you’re asking. And let me be clear, I come in peace. It’s just that it’s best if you just act like you didn’t see anything this morning. Although, I may need to ask you some more questions.”

      Marco threw up his hands. “I’ve done all the polygraphs once and I’ll do them again. I didn’t come out here to blow up my own equipment! What kind of lunatic does that?”

      “That’s what I need to find out. I’m just trying to help.” A car came down the road, and Zoey didn’t recognize the driver. He stopped in front of them and got out. Liam walked over to shake his hand. “Morning. Appreciate you driving all the way out here for us.”

      “No problem. Keep your phones in your pockets, folks, I’m going to need you to act like I was never here. The man popped the trunk of his car and put on a large, olive green padded suit. “That box over by the cars?”

      “That’s the one.”

      The man, who hadn’t introduced himself, pulled on a glove. “Let’s see what’s inside it. Alex killed the cameras for us so we shouldn’t have an audience. I blocked off the entry road with construction signs. Let me know if anyone comes in. It can’t mean anything but trouble, and I need you to watch my back.”

      “Wouldn’t do anything different, man.” Liam and the man exchanged a meaningful look and the man in the bomb suit clapped him on the back.

      The man walked down the road, slowly, in the unwieldy suit. Marco turned to Liam. “Funny how he didn’t greet his old dog, isn’t it?”

      Zoey cringed, but Liam kept his cool. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Who’s Alex?”

      Liam grinned. “His new dog.”

      There was a tense moment while Marco studied Liam’s good-natured face. Then Marco laughed. “Okay, Liam. You’re alright.” Then Marco leaned in front of Liam to talk to Zoey. “I’ve always had a soft spot for smart alecs.”

      Sooner than Zoey expected, the bomb tech was at the box, scanning it. Shortly thereafter, he was surrounded by small containers and disassembled components. Eventually, he removed the helmet he’d been wearing and gave Liam a wave. Liam went over, spoke with him for a few minutes, then waved Marco and Zoey over. As they got closer to the pile, Tasha pulled at her leash, sniffing the air furiously. Both dogs alerted on the disassembled components and were given their reward toys.

      Zoey put a hand on the back of her neck. “What is all of this?”

      The man in the suit held up a small metal box. “Plastic explosives. They’re stable now. Wouldn’t have taken out the car, but could definitely put a hole in it.”

      “Would they penetrate a large battery filled with flammable electrolyte?” Zoey gestured to the large battery farm behind them.

      “Oh yeah. Yeah, they would.”

      Marco rubbed his hands down his face. “They could have taken out a stack or two if I hooked that up. Classic thermal runaway.”

      Liam studied the box. “You don’t think the whole farm would blow if the electrolyte caught on fire?”

      Marco shook his head. “You think we haven’t thought of that? We have fire suppression components inside of every battery and between stacks. I mean, it’d still be a bad day and a lot of paperwork, but it wouldn’t be catastrophic.”

      “I think we need to hook them up once the explosives have been removed.” Liam looked up from the disassembled components. “Can you get all of the explosives cleaned out well enough?”

      “It’s already done. They were well-packed and sealed off from the rest of the equipment. Whoever did this knows their way around fabrication. I’m surprised the dogs could detect the explosives so quickly.”

      Zoey looked down at Tasha with pride. Tasha, for her part, was now chewing on her cow. “So there’s no chance of residual explosives?”

      “No, ma’am. And I’ve disconnected the detonation device without destroying…well, whatever we have here. There’s no risk of explosion. However…”

      Liam frowned. “Yeah. We’ve still got problems. Thanks, man. I owe you one.”

      “All in a day’s work. I’ll take the explosives with me and send a report back to our mutual friend.” The man raised a hand to his head for a quick salute. “Be safe out there.”

      Zoey watched the man return to his car, spend considerable time behind his trunk, then drive away as if the entire surreal scene hadn’t just happened. She turned to face Liam. Marco’s mouth had gone slack. “What was”—he swept a hand across the parking lot—“all of that?”

      Liam shrugged. “Just an old friend who used to work for the bomb squad. Like I said. I called in a favor.”

      Marco gave Liam a stare that would have withered the confidence of any other new employee. “That’s convenient.”

      Liam’s phone buzzed. “Cameras are coming back on in fifteen minutes. I’d like to get these installed and then get out of here, if it’s all the same to you. We can talk more afterwards.”

      “Considering I drove out here with a box of explosives in my trunk, I’d sure appreciate that.”

      Before walking into the rows of batteries, Liam scanned the area with a device and ran Tank along the perimeter. He checked his watch and returned to the parking lot, putting the now-benign devices back in the cardboard box.

      “You sure about this?” Marco eyed Liam. “Because I’m not sure about this.”

      Liam’s jaw tightened. “Trust me, Marco. This is the least terrible of all of our options.” He checked his watch. “Five minutes. Honestly, Marco, I’d feel better if you took off and let Zoey and I handle this.”

      Marco swallowed hard, his eyes darting. “Does your buddy have any ideas about who’s behind this? I don’t need any trouble. I have a wife at home, and—”

      “No. I wish he did.” Liam’s gaze drifted to the wind turbines in the distance, then back to Marco. “He did offer us all an out, though. If you have vacation time or need somewhere to lay low for a while, he can make that happen. For you and your wife.”

      It would simplify their investigation considerably to put Marco out of play, virtually guaranteeing he wasn’t involved. Marco just had to take the offer.

      Marco looked between Liam and Zoey. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Well, then, let’s get to work.” Liam hefted the open box. “Cameras pick up sound, so everyone act and speak as you normally would until we’re well away from here. We’re live in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” Liam spoke more loudly. “Well, Marco, it’s never good to get a flat tire, but I’m glad you were here to help us get it all fixed up. Now, we can get to the fun part.”

      Marco froze, then followed Liam’s lead. “You got it, new kid. Lead the way to our first battery. I’d like to see what you can do.”

      Liam installed each component with steady hands, under the guise of being trained by Marco. His boss’s relief at not touching them was palpable. Zoey took pictures of each assembly and made sure each prototype was connected to the network using Marco’s company cellphone. Tasha had given the phone a good sniff when Marco pulled it from the car, so she knew it was safe to handle. The devices came online one by one, showing battery charge and estimated battery life remaining for each stack.

      If there hadn’t been a tiny bomb in each of the prototypes, she would have been excited to tell JJ the news that everything had been hooked up without issue. And, although a part of her felt like she was floating outside of her body and the situation was happening to someone else, the rest of her analytical mind was working out what came next. Hook up a prototype, take a picture, consider what to tell JJ, hook up the next prototype, take a picture, try to figure out the role Lynn was playing in all of this. While she had suspected all was not as it seemed at Future State, Zoey hadn’t really believed it could be something this dangerous. Even the break-in at their apartment had seemed like a search gone wrong rather than an intentionally violent act. Had the small devices detonated in their hands…Zoey shook her head.

      Eventually, all of the new systems were in place and streaming to the company cellphone that would stay in Marco’s car overnight. If the battery monitors were bombs, there was no telling what kind of listening devices might be on the phone. Marco was clearly shaken, and once the cellphone was inside the car and they were some distance away from it, he declared that he’d rather drive home to make sure his wife was safe rather than talk about what had happened. Soon, Liam and Zoey were on their way back home as well. Once they were in the car, they called Alexis to get an update. All had been quiet at Future State. The FBI was now keeping an eye on Marco’s home. Until they confirmed which side he was on, they’d need to consider every possibility.

      As much as Zoey wanted to see Alexis and Waffle, they were leaving town that evening. Less than reassured by their newest discoveries, Zoey fell onto her normal spot on the couch to let the events of the day wash over her. She closed her eyes, then opened them. Realizing she still needed to actually get ready for bed instead of crashing out fully clothed, she finally lifted herself up on her elbows. Liam looked up from filling a dog bowl with water. “Doing okay?”

      “Define okay. I mean, after today? I’d be happy with not awful. Who did I piss off so badly that they would want to frame me—us—for bombing a battery farm? Oh, and this is the fun part, explode one of us in the process?”

      “Maybe it’s just opportunity. Some criminals just don’t care about collateral damage. You’re new to the company and so am I. I’d be a lot more worried for Marco, honestly. If he’s not the criminal mastermind, that is.”

      Zoey grimaced and looked towards the ceiling. “I’m going to ignore that last part. I don’t know how much more bad news I can take.”

      Liam sat down next to her, and she slid closer to him. “We found explosives before anything could explode. Your coworker, who may be completely innocent, drove to the battery farm with explosives in his car and is absolutely unharmed. As are you and the dogs. I’d call that a good day.”

      “But they could have exploded in his trunk, Liam! I’m supposed to be protecting my coworkers, not putting them in harm’s way!”

      Liam put a hand on hers. “You didn’t endanger Marco. Someone else endangered Marco. The dogs sniffed it out, and now we’re one step ahead of the person or people behind this.”

      Zoey curled up closer to Liam. “What do we do now?”

      Liam dropped an arm around her. “We go back to Future State early tomorrow to do a more thorough search, now that we know what we’re looking for.”

      Zoey groaned. “None of this makes sense, Liam. None of this fits into a neat spreadsheet.”

      “Listen, our people are looking into this. We just need to give them until the morning. If they don’t find anything, we’ll just poke around when no one is there. And if Marco’s in on it…”

      “Marco can’t be in on it, Liam. He’s like family to me.”

      “Then he’ll get cleared, just like you were.”

      Zoey closed her eyes. “I…I’ve had a lot of loss. I don’t make friends easily.”

      “I know. But you’re a good friend, Zoey.”

      “I’m not, though. I’ve seen how easy it is to lose someone you care about, and I generally keep people at a distance.” Liam eyed their joined hands and lifted an eyebrow. “Exactly. This a big deal to me. But you’re like Tasha.”

      The corner of Liam’s mouth twitched in amusement. “I’m not sure how I should feel about being compared to a dog.”

      “She’s loving and sweet and cares about everyone. But she takes no nonsense. And she snuck into my heart when I wasn’t looking.”

      Liam leaned over and gave her a brief, sweet kiss. “I’m glad to hear that. I’ll take the comparison with Tasha, then. And while I really hate to ruin the moment, what does that have to do with Marco?”

      “I don’t let people in, and I’ve let him in.” Zoey took a deep breath and looked Liam in the eyes. “I can’t be impartial, Liam. I don’t think he’s guilty—I definitely have a conflict of interest here.”

      Liam nodded. “Noted. That all?”

      “That I can think of.”

      Liam leaned his forehead against hers. “Can I help divert you to any other thoughts?”

      Zoey grinned. “The offer is appreciated, but I’m no good at multitasking. Fearing for my life is competing with all other thoughts.”

      “Hm. I don’t have any trouble thinking about those things at the same time.” Liam nuzzled his nose with hers. “But you do need a clear head. Best case, this investigation was always going to be challenging. And now, it’s explosive.”

      “And what do we do about this?” Zoey waved a hand between them. “How do I explain what’s happening between us to myself? To Alexis? And what if I get distracted and someone gets hurt?”

      “That’s a lot of questions. I think the only thing we can do is take it one day at a time. Let’s get some sleep. I always have a clearer head in the morning.”

      “Are you always this logical?” Zoey stared at the ceiling, still keeping one hand on Liam’s.

      Liam rubbed her hand with his thumb. “Unfortunately. It annoys people sometimes.”

      “I’m not annoyed. I’m impressed.” Zoey sighed. “You’re right, though, let’s get some sleep. Somehow.”

      Long after she’d turned out the lights, Tasha was snoring, and Zoey was still wide awake, clutching the comforter and imagining what might have been. Her head replayed the scenes from earlier in the day, but the ending was always more catastrophic than reality. Her brain turned the what-ifs into a virtual movie set, fireballs and all. She snuggled deeper into the covers, hoping it would settle her. If Zoey had plugged in the prototype and it had exploded, she’d be gone. Or she’d be in the hospital, tubes coming from her body, machines beeping. Fire suppression or no, there was enough plastic explosive in the prototypes to cause anyone holding it serious damage. Her breath came in small gasps, and she counted in her head to try to calm herself down, imagining standing at the top of her favorite hiking trail in Rocky Mountain National Park. Liam was in the house, armed, and they had two dogs that would run down anyone trying to hurt them. It wasn’t working. She flipped the covers off and began pacing the hallway. Tasha gamely followed her outside the bedroom with a yawn, leaning down to nip up what remained of her stuffed cow.

      Liam padded out of his room and took in the sight of a panicked Zoey. Her hair was probably wild from running a hand through it. “Are you okay?”

      Zoey swallowed. “I’m fine.”

      Liam lifted an eyebrow. “Okay. Let me know if I can help.”

      “Can I take that back?” Zoey began pacing again.

      “Of course. Will it help if I’m closer?”

      Zoey nodded. Wordlessly, he followed her into her room. He lay down beside her, sliding his arms around her waist. Zoey’s breathing slowed and finally, she drifted off to sleep.

      

      Zoey woke up, warm and at peace, much earlier than normal, but with a weird, tingling warmth in her side. All at once, the previous evening rushed back to her and she turned to face Liam, who was still sleeping with his arms around her. His hair was messy and his chin had some stubble, but he still looked handsome in his undershirt and flannel pants. What had she gotten herself into? Sending the strongly worded email to Alexis felt like it had happened years ago. Still, she snuggled in a little closer. When everything with Liam should have felt like too much work, too temporary, too much of everything at all once, it just…didn’t. He stirred and yawned. A blast of morning breath shot out at her face. Oof, that brought her crashing back to earth. She giggled and Liam opened one eye. “Morning.”

      She bit her lip and gave him a closed-mouth peck. “Morning. Thanks for putting me to bed last night.” Her face heated. “I mean, helping me fall asleep. Nope. That’s worse.”

      Liam pulled her in close and she tucked her head into his neck. “You’re welcome. I mean, it wasn’t self-serving of me at all.” The alarm started beeping shrilly. He sighed. “Duty calls. We need to get into the office today and find out who wanted us to blow ourselves up. You ready to rifle through your coworkers’ desks?”

      Zoey let out a mirthless chuckle. “Nope. But it hasn’t stopped me yet.”

      Liam stretched and they both dressed quickly so the dogs could go outside before they left. They had limited time to figure out who, at best, didn’t care if they were harmed, and at worst, was actively trying to kill them.
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      Zoey and Liam entered the Future State building to a quiet lobby. There was one security guard who gave them a sleepy nod followed by a curious look. Liam squeezed her hand. “Too bad we had to come in early to run my experiment. I could have used the extra sleep.”

      Zoey nodded, trying her best not to make her eyes look like those of a deer in the headlights. She pushed open the glass double doors and heard a low tone in her ear. She looked at Liam, who wasn’t talking. Before she had a chance to fully panic, a woman began speaking. “Hey, folks. It’s Alex. You’re the only ones in the office area. We’ve intercepted the feeds on the security cameras. You are clear to move.”

      Liam gave her a thumbs up, pulling a device out of his backpack. He held up a finger and walked the entire space. A few minutes later, he stopped in front of her. “And, we’re clear. No listening devices.”

      “Thank goodness.” Zoey sighed.

      Liam gestured for her to follow him and put the scanner back in his bag. “I’m going to check Marco’s desk first, then JJ’s. Then I’m afraid we need to check Lynn’s as well.”

      “If you didn’t suggest it, I would have.” Zoey ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t think Future State can handle a second scandal.”

      “I know. The absolute best-case scenario is that Future State management got tricked by a supplier. But we don’t have the luxury of waiting for more clues. That’s why we’re here with a secret weapon.”

      Alexis’s voice came through her earpiece. “You know that’s right. You can use ‘Secret Weapon’ as my code name going forward. Liam, go check Marco’s desk. I can watch Zoey through the cameras while she checks JJ’s.”

      “You got it, Secret Weapon.” Liam winked at Zoey, then walked towards the labs.

      Zoey walked briskly to JJ’s office, looking over her shoulder although she literally had the FBI watching her back in person and on camera. Nothing felt okay about searching her boss’s office. She whispered into the earpiece, “Is this legal?”

      “It took some doing, but we got permission. Since you’re working for us, we ensured you would be covered by our search warrant. But it isn’t great for your reputation if you get caught spying. If you need to tap out, Liam will do it.”

      Zoey swallowed hard. “No, I got it.” She was well past the point of no return. She might as well make it worthwhile. Fortunately for her, JJ didn’t share the tendency of some of her coworkers to fill his desk to the brim with bits and pieces of past experiments, just in case he needed them again. He had a wall of awards and recognition, and his desktop was as neat as a pin. There wasn’t even a personal picture to be found. His files were well-organized, and she thumbed through them. Many of them were work projects she was at least vaguely aware of. She held up documents so Alexis could see them on the high-resolution cameras, and Alexis didn’t tell her to keep anything. The only battery parts in the office were some of the panels Future State had long used to prevent thermal runaway. Extra battery parts stood out as unusual in JJ’s neat-as-a-pin office, but fire prevention was the opposite of nefarious. And these were of a far lesser quality than what they typically used. They must be prototypes. She pointed them out to Alexis, then moved on. Finally, she came to a drawer that was empty. The offices were small, and something bothered her about a completely empty drawer when space was at such a premium. She squatted down for a closer look, but there wasn’t any clue, not even a speck of dust. “I’m not finding anything dangerous, Alex.”

      “That’s okay. Nothing is still information. Good job, Zoey.”

      Zoey left JJ’s office, careful to make sure she left everything exactly as she found it. Her eyes darted around the office area, but she and Liam were still alone.

      Liam met her in the hallway. “Anything?”

      Zoey shook her head. “Just normal manager stuff. Some thermal runaway prevention subcomponents for batteries—but that’s kind of the opposite of our problem.” A feeling of relief whooshed out of her. It was one thing to come back and work for Future State. It would be something else entirely to find out she was regularly meeting with someone who had knowingly sent her out to a battery farm with a box full of explosives just waiting to be detonated.

      “You ready for this?”

      “No. Not at all.” Zoey looked towards Lynn’s office. She’d already rummaged through her boss’s office, but Lynn’s formal, larger space was even more imposing.

      Liam paused. “Do you want to wait outside?”

      “No. No way. I can tell you what matters. Let’s just do it before we get caught.” Zoey walked past him and into Lynn’s office before she could change her mind. The space was large and modern, like the rest of the offices. Her personal space was neat without being sterile. A dual picture frame held a photo of Lynn with her college-aged daughters, along with another of her and her partner on vacation somewhere with palm trees. In both pictures, her smile was big and genuine. Zoey pushed away her affection for the woman. It wasn’t time to be sentimental. Shaking her head, she opened a drawer and found very few paper files. She looked up at Liam, who seemed to also be coming up empty. Finally, she opened the middle drawer and found it filled with pens and pencils. She closed it but something caught her eye with the movement. She opened it back up again and her heart sank. “Oh, no.”

      Liam crossed the room. “What did you find?”

      Zoey held up the flash drive. “Look familiar? It’s identical to the one in my apartment.”

      Liam pulled a small device out of his pocket and inserted the flash drive. “Well, we’ll find out what’s on it soon enough.” A moment later, he pulled it out and Zoey put the flash drive back in the drawer where she found it.

      After finishing their search, they left Lynn’s office, and Alexis signed off, promising to contact them once she had more information. They wordlessly left the building. It wasn’t until they were through the front door of their borrowed house that Zoey’s thoughts whooshed out. “I thought she was so great.”

      Liam laid a hand on her arm. “It’s just a flash drive. We don’t even know what’s on it.”

      The sound of a tail hitting the inside of the crate snapped Zoey out of her funk. “Okay, I’ll get the dogs out if you figure out what’s on that flash drive.”

      “Deal.”

      Zoey walked to the back door and Tank and Tasha rushed into the backyard, chasing each other. Before she stepped out the back door, she turned around. “Too bad you didn’t bring Alex’s fancy laptop with you.”

      Liam winked. “Ye of little faith. It’s in my room.”

      While Liam worked on the laptop, Zoey did her best to work with Tasha. The earliest of early birds at Future State wouldn’t start arriving for at least another half an hour. Tasha’s happy doggy smile and wagging tail lifted Zoey’s spirits, insofar as it was possible. Even Tank brought her toys to throw for him, sure that a little playtime would cheer the human up. After a far shorter training session than usual, Zoey barely managed to keep from running inside to check on Liam’s progress. When she returned, he was leaning over the laptop on the kitchen table. She came up behind him and leaned over his shoulder. “What did you find?”

      “No spyware, but it’s almost identical to the file you had on your flash drive. The numbers are formatted differently, and there is an extra string of numbers at the end of the last row.” Liam rubbed his neck.

      Zoey studied them, then put a hand on Liam’s shoulder. “Wait. They’re parsed out. This is the key, Liam.” She pulled up a chair next to him. “Can I drive?”

      “Yeah, absolutely.”

      Zoey slid the laptop over and clicked a few buttons. “Okay, they’re long strings of numbers, right? Once you separate them out, it’s obvious. That’s why we didn’t see it before.” She clicked a few buttons. “The strings of numbers are Future State part numbers. Lynn separated them out, but she didn’t label them. Why?”

      “Because it’s her code and she didn’t want to get caught?”

      Zoey thumped back in her chair. “But what are the new numbers at the end?”

      “Our last set of GPS coordinates.” Liam punched the numbers into his phone, then flipped it around. “Her next target is the battery farm.”

      “Lynn is the one who wanted to blow it up?” Zoey’s heart sank. “But what does that have to do with the part numbers? The bombs weren’t our parts. Obviously.”

      “Our team will find out, okay?”

      “No.” Zoey shook her head. “If she was expecting the battery farm to explode yesterday, we don’t have that kind of time. We’ll look it up on my laptop. We have to risk it.” Soon, Zoey had retrieved her work laptop from the car. Before entering the numbers, she took a deep breath. “No going back.” She pulled up a system she hadn’t used in ages and hoped it wouldn’t trigger any silent alarms. “Oh. Oh no. The subcomponents. Lynn wanted to improve the supply chain.”

      “What is it?”

      Zoey typed again and pulled up a spreadsheet. “These are all part numbers for the fire suppression parts. We’ve been saving costs on subcomponents and I couldn’t figure out how. I found a bunch in JJ’s drawer I thought were prototypes because they felt like flimsy imitations. Can you pull images from our search?”

      Liam clicked on his computer and soon zoomed in on a video still, just past Zoey’s shoulders. A few more clicks and the part number on the side was blurry but readable.

      Zoey checked the numbers on her spreadsheet, then checked them against Future State’s systems. “Got it. It looks like the file shows what parts have been swapped out. Lynn’s been gradually swapping out more and more of our safety gear. That’s why the dogs smelled electrolyte. She must have gone to the factory on a day where no one would see her.” Zoey scrolled down. “If they swapped out all of our safety material for flimsy knock-offs, the cost savings from the suppliers start to make a lot more sense. But it makes our batteries an accident waiting to happen. Those little plastic explosives would have taken out the entire battery farm. What do we do?”

      Liam reached down and gave Tank a pat. “We take our partners to work. Immediately. We need to neutralize her before she gets any ideas about starting another explosion somewhere else, with more people. With any luck, we’ll find the explosives on Lynn’s hands and quietly remove her before she has a chance to try again. And if she has any more surprises in store, we’ll find those too.”
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      The dogs sensed the change in the mood of their partners before either human told them it was time to work. Both dogs began to prance and scamper around the house, running towards their leashes waiting by the door. Liam clicked Tank’s leash on his collar and turned to Zoey, his voice serious. “Stick close to me when we go in. Alexis will be watching the cameras, but there is only so much she can do remotely. She won’t say much unless we need her. If we leave now, the office will still be mostly empty when we get there. I think we’re safer going in quickly and taking Lynn by surprise than waiting for backup.”

      Zoey nodded with an air of finality. “Okay, then. Let’s go.”

      When they opened the back door to the car, the dogs leapt inside, quivering with excitement. Tasha, who seemed particularly adept at sensing Zoey’s mood, kept poking her nose between the two front seats of the car for a pet, nudging Zoey’s arm if she didn’t comply quickly enough. Zoey automatically followed instructions despite the pounding of her heart.

      When they got out of the car and gave the command to work, both dogs ran to the end of their long leashes, smelling everything. It wasn’t long before Tank was onto a scent, and Tasha soon followed behind.

      The building was still relatively empty, but they did see a few familiar faces on the way in and had to stop to let their coworkers greet the dogs as if they were simply well-trained family pets. The dogs were working and largely ignored the humans, who moved on in the absence of an enthusiastic doggy greeting. Liam deliberately directed Tank’s search away from the lab, using the human’s knowledge and the dog’s nose for the best results, as Alexis regularly taught her students to do. When they reached the main office areas, Tank made a beeline for JJ’s office. JJ was sitting behind his desk, and Zoey gave him a friendly wave. Suddenly, Tasha’s leash slipped through Zoey’s fingers and Tasha nearly broke into a sprint.

      When Zoey finally caught up to Tasha, her partner was sniffing at the drawer that had come up empty on her search mere hours earlier. She lay down, swishing her tail. Tank tugged at his leash and did the same, his nose pointed straight at the empty drawer. Suddenly, Zoey realized: The drawer had been absolutely clean, with not even a speck of dust. It should have had dust. JJ had to have just moved something out of it, and the dogs were telling her it was electrolyte. Why would he have electrolyte in his office? Having electrolyte in his office was hardly a crime, but every employee at Future State understood that volatile material wasn’t allowed to be stored anywhere but the lab. Zoey’s face heated with fear. “I am so sorry, JJ,” she stammered. “Lynn said it’d be okay if we brought the dogs today, and now they’ve misbehaved the moment we walked in the door.” She rummaged in her bag and pulled out what was left of Tasha’s cow toy at the same time Liam pulled a toy out for Tank. Both dogs plopped on the floor to chew on their prizes. “There. That should pacify them.”

      JJ gave her a tight smile. “It’s no problem. Lynn has made it clear that Future State is now a flexible workplace, and everyone will enjoy the dogs. Maybe just keep a tighter hold on their leash next time, okay?”

      Zoey heard a sound behind her and both dogs raised their heads from their toys in tandem. “Morning, JJ, Zoey, Liam.” Lynn squatted down to give the dogs pets and they looked up from their toys long enough for her to adore them. Neither dog alerted. “And Tank and Tasha, if I remember correctly?”

      “You do.” Zoey forced a smile.

      “Zoey, JJ told me you were working on budgets for him, correct?”

      Zoey’s heart jumped into her throat. “Yep. I’ve been spending a lot of time with the budget spreadsheets.”

      “Excellent. Can you come to my office? I have an urgent issue I need someone’s help with. JJ, you don’t mind if I steal Zoey for the morning, do you?”

      JJ shook his head. “Not at all. Zoey, let me know if you need anything from me.”

      “Of course.”

      Liam whistled for Tank to follow him. Once Zoey was far enough away that she didn’t hear him in stereo, she heard his voice in her earpiece. “Tank and I will be just out of sight. We’ll be there in seconds if there’s a hint of danger. If Tasha alerts, just say my name and I’ll come in. Lynn and JJ could be working together. Alex, watch Lynn’s office door. I don’t want Zoey cornered.”

      “Roger that, Liam. We’ve got a camera pointing at the entrance. We’ll keep an eye on her.” Alexis’s voice was all business.

      Zoey followed Lynn into her office space, wondering if Lynn had noticed that someone had been in there already. Tasha sensed her panic and brushed against Zoey before smelling absolutely everything. Tasha didn’t alert, but remained aware and standing.

      Lynn sat behind her desk and folded her hands atop it. “Close the door behind you, please, Zoey.”

      Zoey closed the door without turning her back to Lynn, her heart racing. “Am I in some kind of trouble?”

      Lynn took a deep breath. “Zoey, are you aware of my family history?”

      “I’ve heard rumors.” Zoey studied Lynn’s desk to avoid looking her in the eyes.

      “Good.”

      Zoey’s looked up in surprise. “Good?”

      “Yes, good. I didn’t do anything wrong, and I will not feel shame for what my family did. It’s not my burden to carry.”

      “Okay.” Zoey swallowed hard.

      “But it also taught me some things about the criminal justice system. You see, just because I will not be ashamed of myself for these things, does not mean they don’t break my heart.”

      Zoey looked down at Tasha before returning her focus to the CEO of Future State. Lynn’s face was a careful mask. Zoey took an involuntary step back. “I can imagine. I’m so sorry.”

      Lynn’s façade dropped, just for a moment. The strong, self-possessed woman was still there, but a depth of sadness reached her eyes. Then, it was gone. “When my family was arrested, I was coming to visit for a holiday. And I saw federal agents. And their dogs.” Without meaning to, Zoey looked down at Tasha again. “Exactly, that, Zoey. Exactly.”

      “I can explain. See, Tasha was a rescue.”

      Lynn waved her hand. “Do you know why they hired me here at Future State? Even though JJ previously ran the entire company?”

      Zoey shook her head.

      “Because I won’t tolerate illegal activity at my company. I’ve said it in public, and I’ll say it in private. My story will not change. If this company takes one more hit, it’s over. It’s hard enough to be the CEO of any company, let alone this one. I know these people, and I won’t let it fail.”

      “That’s…good.” Tasha sat calmly, placing herself deliberately between Zoey and Lynn.

      “And the last time the FBI was in this building, frankly, the damage would have been easier to clean up if they had used a wrecking ball. If something is happening, I need to know. I want to be a part of the solution.”

      Zoey shrugged. “I mean, I adopted Tasha, so I’m not sure what her past training was like…”

      “And Liam? The boyfriend who also has a similar adoption story for his well-trained Labrador, I assume? Who happens to be here on the same day as your adopted dog?” Lynn narrowed her eyes.

      “We’re getting the house fumigated.” Zoey fidgeted with the end of Tasha’s leash.

      Lynn’s low, urgent tone couldn’t have made her point clearer if she was yelling. “Zoey, I’m five minutes away from calling the FBI. I’m finding some things that really worry me. I’ve been trying to gather evidence so this place doesn’t implode, but I don’t have all the information. If you have a connection with them that doesn’t involve them breaking down the doors, I’d love to hear it.”

      Zoey straightened. “What have you found?”

      Lynn pulled the flash drive out of her desk. “Some records that concern me. No offense, Zoey, you’re terrific. But I don’t want to drag you into this if I’ve made the wrong assumption.”

      “Listen, I promised I’d meet Liam in a few minutes.” Zoey almost winced when she said his name, unsure if he would come bursting into Lynn’s office, metaphorical guns blazing. Instead, she heard the door open and the quiet click of Tank’s footfall behind her. Tasha began wagging her tail immediately and Zoey felt the same way about having the other half of her team in the room.

      Lynn looked up at Liam. “Do I want to know how you did that?”

      Liam shook his head. “We’re going to need to polygraph you and bring you in for questioning.”

      “If you can do it without the entire company knowing about it, that’d be great.” Lynn gave him a knowing look. “Even better if you could tell me what you two have actually been up to.” She pointed a finger at Zoey. “Your reports have been top-notch. If this is what you can do when you are also secretly conducting an investigation at my company, you are getting a promotion.”

      Zoey studied Lynn. “You’re not…upset?”

      Lynn flashed a grateful smile. “Of course, I’m not upset, Zoey. I’m relieved. I’ve lost more sleep over this than I care to admit and have been trying to figure out how to proceed. The numbers aren’t adding up, and I’m concerned someone didn’t get caught in the last raid. We have funds going to a supplier I’ve never heard of before for something that shouldn’t cost us that much money. I’ve found part number swaps I can’t explain. When I try to figure out who authorized it, the records are always missing. They find them eventually and there’s an explanation, always, but there just shouldn’t be so many problems.”

      Zoey furrowed her eyebrows. “Was one of them the battery recycling supplier? That seemed odd to me.”

      Lynn leaned back. “Yes. There was a nominal fee to get started, but they should be paying us. Do you know how much valuable material is in those batteries? We wouldn’t pay someone to recycle those for us. That’s bad business. JJ’s supplier has an explanation, but he’s getting duped and he doesn’t seem to realize it. I need to know who is doing this.”

      Liam crossed his arms and went into protective agent mode. “We need to do some investigation on our end, and I don’t want you anywhere near it. That’s what got JJ demoted last time.”

      Lynn let out a long breath. “Deal. I can give you one day. No more.” She put the flash drive in her computer, clicked a few buttons, then removed it. She passed it over to them. “Here are the budget files. And, I know this is going to sound a little nutty, but I thought I found a code being used with a couple of our part numbers and tried to figure it out. I don’t know what it means, but if it helps you, it’s in there too.”

      Liam slipped the flash drive into his pocket. “We’ll take a look at it. Is there anything else we should know?”

      Lynn closed her eyes. “The suppliers of the battery monitoring systems. I know JJ says they’re great and he’s got a long relationship with the two guys we’ve talked to, but I’ve only met them once.”

      “At the winery?”

      Lynn nodded. “It’s typical for us to have business lunches where we’ve installed large batteries, but something about the meeting didn’t seem quite right. I could have sworn I recognized them, but I have no record we’ve ever met. Their company has a good reputation, and I have no proof, so we proceeded. I mentioned it to JJ and he said he’d check out my concerns personally. He assures me they’re on the up and up, but something about it seemed off. Did the prototypes work as intended?”

      Zoey exchanged a look with Liam. “They are giving us readouts.”

      Liam’s shoulders relaxed. “I’ll have Marco take a closer look at them too.”

      “I’d feel better if you did.”

      “Maybe you can keep us posted if that company sends you any more prototypes?” Liam asked the question innocently enough, but Lynn stared at him as if she knew exactly what he was asking.

      “I’ll do that.”

      Liam checked his watch. “We should get going. I don’t want too many people to ask questions. And, Lynn, it’s safest if we keep you in the dark. I don’t want the same thing happening to you that happened to JJ.”

      “I appreciate that.” Lynn gave Liam a knowing look. “But if it’s between someone getting hurt and me getting fired, do me a favor and make sure I get fired, okay? Just so we’re clear on priorities.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Let me know what I can do to help.” Lynn clicked a few buttons on her computer. “I have time between one and two o’clock this afternoon for a polygraph. And I suspect I’ll be getting some formal ID from you both?”

      Liam nodded. “It’ll be from someone else. I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be seen together too much. We don’t have all the evidence gathered yet.”

      “Okay. One o’clock, then. Let me know which unmarked van I need to step into.” Lynn raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t until she placed her hands atop her desk that Zoey saw they were trembling. Zoey didn’t need to be an FBI agent to know that if Lynn had keyed onto them so quickly, they had limited time to find the actual culprit. With that knowledge, but no answers, Zoey rose and led Liam back to their desks.

      The rest of the office had begun to trickle in, and Zoey spotted Marco. She put a hand on Liam’s arm. “We need to figure out if there are explosives anywhere before the building fills up. Let’s check the lab. After Lynn’s revelation, anyone could be involved.”

      They walked the dogs in the direction of the lab, crossing paths with Marco on the way. The worry around his eyes lifted for a moment. “Morning, you two. You four! Hey, pups.” He squatted down to pet the dogs, who sniffed both him and the air with great interest but didn’t alert. Tank began to pull on his leash towards the lab, and Liam did an excellent job acting as if the big dog was overpowering him. He grinned sheepishly, for whatever good pretending in front of Marco would do. “I’m going to let him walk around and get all of his sniffing over with. Then he’ll settle.”

      Tasha and Tank alerted on more electrolyte where it was stored in the lab, but found nothing explosive. Zoey breathed a sigh of relief, and Marco soon joined them in the lab, his suspicions written all over his face. Zoey didn’t fully hide her dog’s actions from Marco—if Lynn had figured them out, the observant lab director probably had their number, too.

      Marco placed his briefcase on the ground and the dogs gave it a cursory sniff, then returned to the reward toys Zoey and Liam had given them. He eyed them suspiciously. “Man, it was nice of Lynn to let you bring the dogs in. I guess life goes on, even in the middle of…everything.”

      “Yeah, I would have preferred not to have to have the house fumigated, but it’s nice that everyone’s being so flexible.” Zoey studied her nails. “Hey, I’ve been thinking about our battery monitoring supplier.”

      “Me too. Mostly about not getting exploded.” Marco leaned back against a lab bench and crossed his arms.

      “What do you know about them, besides the box of prototypes they sent? Has JJ ever mentioned them to you before?”

      Marco snorted. “You think JJ deigns to visit my lab to chat? I mean, no offense to your boss. I’m sure he’s busy, but he doesn’t really spend his time in here.”

      Liam turned his head, not unlike Tank when he was confused. “Wasn’t he a scientist or something when he founded the company?”

      “Yeah, but he likes being in charge. He’s not the type to get his hands dirty.” Marco crossed his arms. “The only time he’s stopped by in the last few months was to tell me I had to work on a weekend to get a test done. The one that caught fire, mind you, so it’s good he was being a pain in my backside about it or more people would have been in the office when his safety hazard of a battery caught on fire. Oh, and, he had the gall to ask if I still had a flash drive he gave me a million years ago…I told him I gave it to you—I already had a drawer full. I didn’t need company-branded ones too. I also told him not to bother a former employee over a $5 flash drive.”

      Zoey froze.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      Zoey shrugged and tried to breathe normally. “Oh sure, just bringing back memories of old times. Gosh, I wonder what I did with it. Maybe it got scooped up in the raid?”

      They chatted congenially enough that Marco wouldn’t get suspicious and then left the lab at a pace just short of jogging. Zoey hissed, “It’s JJ. He was trying to frame Marco. Who better to blame than the person who works with explosives? What do you want to bet that he let Lynn find the information as a backup plan?”

      Liam nodded and pulled her into a conference room. Sweeping it quickly for bugs, he spoke to Alexis and whoever else on her team was watching their backs. “Alexis, I’m going to bring JJ out quietly, but I’d like backup. He’s already made a battery catch fire and the dogs sniffed electrolyte in his office.”

      Alexis’s voice crackled in their ears. “I have bad news. We heard Marco talking to you and already checked the feeds. JJ left the building. We haven’t figured out where he went, but we’re looking for him.”

      “Okay. Thanks Alex. We’ll see what we can find out here.” Liam closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “That’s…not good.” Zoey took a step closer to Liam.

      Liam sighed. “He could have just gone for coffee.”

      Zoey rubbed her neck. “You really think he went for coffee?”

      “Let’s give Alexis a few minutes, then we’ll go looking, okay?”

      “What do I do now?”

      Liam looked outside the conference room. “Go back to your desk. Act natural. Bring Tasha. I’ll be close. Watch your six, okay?”

      Zoey swallowed. “Okay.”

      Liam pulled her in for a hug. “You’ve got this.”

      When Zoey returned to her desk, Kendra spotted her and came running over, cooing over Tasha, who wagged her tail and sniffed at Kendra. Kendra gave her a pet. “Who is this adorable creature? What kind of dog is she?”

      “This is Tasha. And she’s a rescue, so I’m not really sure. I just say she’s half fluffball and the other half is pure mischief.”

      Kendra squatted down in her stylish high heels to greet Tasha. “Oh my goodness, she is perfect. Aren’t you perfect, Miss Tasha?”

      Tasha leaned into Kendra and looked up at Zoey, as if letting her know that this was exactly the amount of attention she should be getting at all times. She licked Kendra on her perfectly made-up face and knocked her over on the ground with her enthusiastic greeting. Kendra laughed, and Zoey saw something unguarded in Kendra that made her believe she might actually be able to trust her. She just hoped that this desperate need to do something, anything, wouldn’t backfire. Zoey took a deep breath. “Hey, BFF. I have a question for you.”

      Kendra stood up, smile lingering, hair a little mussed. “Sure.” She glanced at Zoey and a concerned look crossed her face. “Seems serious. Do we need to go somewhere private?”

      “Actually, yeah.”

      Liam looked out of the lab at the two women. Zoey walked to the conference room nearest the lab and shut the door. Kendra started fiddling with the stacking rings on her right hand, and Tasha nudged her head under Kendra’s hand for a pet. Kendra smiled again and scratched Tasha behind one ear. “Everything okay?”

      “I’m not sure. Can I ask you a question about JJ?”

      Kendra shifted on her feet. “Sure. I mean, I don’t work with him much, but sure.”

      “Have you worked with him at all on the recycling project?”

      Kendra shook her head. “Not really. I mean, it’s not like I’m a huge fan of it in the first place. I think he got a bad deal, but he’s made a big fuss about taking credit and handling everything personally. It’s just that he used to be the CEO, so people trust him implicitly to make the right financial decision.”

      “Have you met these new suppliers he’s been working with to lower costs?”

      “You know, now that you mention it, I haven’t.” Kendra put a hand on her hip. “That’s odd. They usually have me meet with everyone. JJ just keeps going down to the holding area and managing it by himself. He has a whole crew of employees that could do the work, but he’s insisted on micromanaging the entire process. Even payments. It’s super annoying.”

      Zoey stiffened and Tasha’s ears perked up, sensing her mistress’s distress. “He’s going down to the materials room?”

      “Oh, yeah. I go down to the manufacturing floor all the time. He’s in there more than you’d expect for someone at his level, for sure. I’ve seen him carrying boxes around personally instead of letting people just do their jobs. He’s even brought stuff to and from suppliers instead of trusting our people to deliver it.” Kendra rolled her eyes.

      Liam’s voice crackled in her ear. “I’m going to the materials room. I’ll bring Tank. Wrap it up, I want you in a big public area when I’m down there, okay?”

      “Thank you.” Zoey smiled at Kendra. “I was wondering about that. I’m glad JJ is handling it, but you’re right, that’s really someone else’s job.”

      Kendra lifted an eyebrow. “That’s all?”

      “Yeah. I was worried JJ was avoiding me and using the recycling project as an excuse. I’m glad he’s actually busy.” Zoey twisted her hands and tried not to make it obvious she was lying. Kendra studied her for an extra moment. Zoey held her breath, hoping she wouldn’t ask follow-up questions.

      After another few seconds, Kendra leaned back down to pet Tasha. “Okay. Do you want to get a cup of coffee? You seem pretty stressed.”

      “You have no idea. That’d be great.”

      Kendra gave Tasha one last pet. “Come on, pretty puppy. You can come with us girls.” Tasha followed her new admirer, tail swishing.

      On the way, Zoey looked out of her peripheral vision towards JJ’s office, which was still empty. Before she finished her coffee, she saw Liam return to the office area, scanning the area until his eyes landed on her. He tipped his head, just slightly. Kendra noticed. “I think your boyfriend needs you.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      Zoey blushed. “Well, I’m sure it’s work related.”

      Kendra winked. “Just don’t do anything on company time that’ll get you fired. I like having you back.”

      “It’s nice to be here, actually. I’m glad we’ve gotten to know each other better. Truly.”

      “Same here.” Kendra nudged her with her elbow. “Go see what your man wants.”

      Zoey and Tasha walked up to Liam and Tank, who were both fully on alert. Liam whispered, “The materials area is missing a big pile of flammable materials.”

      Zoey’s eyebrows shot up. “Where did it go?”

      “Alexis said there was no trace of anyone going in or out. And there was enough missing to do some serious damage.”

      Zoey rubbed her hands through her hair. “Looks like we aren’t the only ones who know how to manipulate the footage, huh?” She stopped short, gesticulating wildly. “That’s it. The last part of the code on Lynn’s flash drive. Alexis, check the cameras at the battery farm. JJ is going to try and blow it up.” She didn’t wait for Alexis to reply and checked her watch. “We don’t have much time. Let’s go.”

      Liam grabbed her arm. “We need to get the police involved.”

      “We don’t just need the police. We need the bomb squad. And yes. Call them. But they might not be fast enough, Liam. It took them ages to get there last time. Do you have any idea the damage it will do if that government battery storage facility blows? To any workers unlucky enough to be there today? To the environment? Alexis and her team can watch the cameras and feed us information. If he goes there and then gets too far for us to stop him, we won’t go in, okay?”

      There was a brief pause while Liam considered. “Okay. Get your things.”

      Zoey fairly sprinted back to her desk, grabbed the car keys, and met Liam at the car. She drove while Liam talked to Alexis on his phone, his voice calm despite their race against time. Alexis’s updates came through on the car speaker. “JJ just arrived, and we’ve contacted local police. The nearest available bomb squad is on their way but you two are a lot closer. JJ has hacked the cameras and replaced them with his own footage, just like you guys did. But we’ve hacked his hack. He’s pulling a bunch of stuff out of his trunk, and it looks like tools too.”

      Zoey mashed her foot down on the gas pedal and Liam coughed. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “If we get pulled over by the police, they can come with us, okay? We’re the only car on the road right now.”

      Quicker than she’d imagined possible and slower than she’d prefer, the site came into view with no bomb squad in sight. But Alexis and her team didn’t believe JJ had made enough progress to be dangerous, and her heart rallied. They’d made it in time. She kicked up dust when she pulled into the parking lot and JJ looked up. Liam opened his car door. “Stay here.”

      “No way.” Before he could argue, she’d opened her own door. She left Tasha in the back, not willing to expose her furry partner to danger. She already knew there were explosives here.

      JJ looked up at them, the look in his eyes completely wild. The calm, cool, and collected former CEO of Future State was gone, and in his place stood a desperate man. “Zoey! Liam! What are you doing here?”

      Zoey took a step closer. “I was having problems pulling up information on the batteries on the app and was out here checking connections.” While she talked, Liam crept closer. “What are you doing out here? Missed hands-on work too much?”

      “Yeah…” JJ looked down, a flash of doubt crossing his face. “I had some extra battery material I wanted to test.”

      “From the materials room?” Zoey asked. Immediately, she knew it was a mistake. JJ suddenly noticed Liam creeping closer to him and dropped the tools he was holding, reaching into his pocket. Before she had time to blink, the two men were aiming weapons at one another.

      “Get down, Zoey!” Liam yelled. Liam stepped behind a pole, for whatever good it would do. “You don’t have to do this, JJ.”

      “The FBI said I’d be fine! They lied!”

      Zoey retreated back to the car, hiding her body behind the car door. Desperate to take the attention off Liam, she shouted, “JJ, you have been rebuilding your career. You have nothing to be ashamed of! It’s not too late.”

      “That’s what the FBI said!” JJ kept one hand pointing at Liam while clumsily handling a small plastic unit that looked like one of the prototypes they’d nearly installed on Future State’s equipment. From the looks of it, he had taken all of the electrolyte from the storeroom and was in the process of assembling some kind of homemade bomb by using the prototype as a detonator. He was three full steps away from the pile of materials he must have retrieved from the storage area, but it wouldn’t take long for him to cross that distance. “Do you know what it’s like to know you’ll get demoted from the top of your own company? To watch someone take it down, then let someone else get all the credit for your hard work?”

      Zoey was taken aback. Still, sympathy seemed like the best approach to keep everyone calm. “It must have been extremely difficult. But, you helped me get back in the game. That matters.”

      Liam kept his focus on JJ. “JJ, put the gun down. You can walk away from this.”

      “No. I can’t.” JJ fumbled the box and it tumbled from his hands. A heartbeat later, an explosion at ground level threw him backward. Zoey darted out from her hiding place to the fire suppression cabinet and quickly put out the resulting small fire before it could reach the electrolyte. Liam ran over to JJ, who was now sitting up, dazed by the blast and looking towards the battery farm that was very much not on fire. Liam snapped a pair of handcuffs on JJ, leading him away from the explosives while he fought every movement. Minutes later, an armored truck arrived, and Liam brought JJ over to the people who filed out. Zoey stayed with the dogs while Liam began to talk with the team who had just arrived. The dogs could tell something was amiss and stood at alert in the back seat, watching Liam carefully.

      Half an hour of anxious waiting later, Liam tipped his head towards Zoey and she jogged over. As soon as she was within arm’s length, he pulled her in for a hug. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again! I’m so sorry, I should have never put you in that situation.”

      Zoey looked up at him. “I love that you think you could have stopped me. I know you didn’t wear a bulletproof vest to work, and I like you way too much to let you get shot.”

      “Well, if this dog thing doesn’t work out, you should definitely apply for a job in hostage negotiation.”

      Zoey laughed, the nerves bubbling out of her. “You think he’ll tell us if he is working with anyone?”

      “Oh, he’s singing already.” Liam shook his head. “He was angry with a healthy helping of egomania. Turns out he made a deal with an old college acquaintance who works at one of your competitors. They’d been slowly sabotaging all of Future State’s efforts and framing Marco along the way. Marco giving away the flash drive thwarted their plans, and they had to get creative, pulling Lynn into it too. JJ was pocketing money that he claimed was paying for his recycling project, keeping it in holding companies, as an extra bonus once he got his big payout for destroying the battery farm. He’s already offering to name names if it saves his neck.”

      “You can’t be serious. How did we not know that?”

      “The people we saw him with at the winery were his competitors-slash-partners in crime, but they have no criminal history. They did enough internet research to make themselves hard to identify and they weren’t in any of our systems. The supplier they claimed to represent wasn’t their actual company. The supplier was perfectly clean. They just didn’t work for them.”

      “That explains the flash drive. He was removing all of the safety equipment to set up Future State for a PR disaster. And making sure Marco and Lynn took the fall.”

      Liam put his hands on his hips. “Yeah, apparently when he saw us talking to Lynn, he realized he had one last chance to get the paycheck from his allies and disappear.”

      “I will never understand what some people will do for money. What a stupid reason to hurt someone.”

      Liam put an arm around her waist. “That is one of the many reasons I like you.” He gestured to the bomb squad. “We need to get out of here. Let the locals take it from here.”

      “Was Lynn involved?”

      “No. I’m sure she wasn’t because of the vitriol JJ is spewing. I’ll go fill her in. She’s got some work to do on the battery farms, unfortunately, but we’ll help her explain the predicament to the Department of Energy.”

      “And Marco? Kendra?”

      Liam smiled. “Your friends are clear. It looks like JJ was working alone. He was convinced no one understood his genius.”

      Zoey put a hand on her forehead. “Wow. That’s just. Wow.” Tasha barked, both dogs staring at them through the open window. “Oh man, we better go apologize for making the dogs sit this one out. I did my best, but Tank was not happy you left him with me.”

      They let two very impatient dogs out of the backseat. All was soon forgiven after an adequate number of ear scratches and belly rubs.

      Zoey called Lynn on the way back to the office. They arranged to meet back at Future State to debrief. By the time they made it to the Future State parking lot, Zoey was ready to go to bed and it was barely the end of a normal workday.

      They led the dogs inside and Lynn greeted the pups first. “You two are good dogs. The best dogs, even.” After a brief recap of the day’s events, Lynn stood and shook both of their hands. “Zoey, Liam. I owe you one.”

      Liam switched back into the FBI agent mode Zoey had witnessed at the battery farm site. “We’ve got a local team clearing the area. They’ll be in touch with you to clear the office tonight. We will be on call for future issues. The FBI will be chasing down JJ’s accomplices. Be on the lookout for some resignations and very likely some arrests at one of your competitors. In the meantime, you might want to increase your personal security. Won’t be more than a day or two, I think. JJ didn’t get a chance to warn his co-conspirators. I suspect when your competitors find out the FBI caught their employees sabotaging your batteries, they will want to work with you to avoid a lawsuit with Future State. That should help cover the costs to rework all the batteries with the right parts.”

      “Thank you, both. You may have not only saved lives, but also very well saved this company.”

      Liam nodded. “Unfortunately, you’re going to have to fix every battery. We’re also transferring the funds JJ stole back into the company’s account. That should help too.”

      “That’s more than we could even ask for.” Lynn swallowed. “It’ll take time, but we’ll make this right.”

      “I believe you will. And on that note, I’d like to turn in my resignation.”

      “I wondered. Anything I can do to convince you to stay? I’ll double whatever the FBI is paying you.”

      Liam smiled. “Thank you, ma’am, but there isn’t a dollar figure that’ll pull me away from my partner.” Tank thumped his tail.

      Lynn turned to face Zoey. “Same offer to you, Zoey. I want you to be my right-hand woman and take JJ’s old job. I will double your salary as well. I can’t put a number on your intellect and ethics, but I hope that might be a start.”

      Zoey should have jumped at the chance. She’d leapfrog her own goals by several years and be able to make a huge impact on research and development. Moreover, she knew better than anyone else what needed to be fixed here at Future State. But something in her couldn’t quite agree on the spot. “Thank you, Lynn. Can I have some time to think about that? And a few days to meet with the FBI team?”

      “Of course. Take all the time you need, and don’t even think about counting it towards your vacation time. Call me if I can help and we’ll see you when you get back, okay?”

      “You got it.” Zoey reached for Liam’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Let’s get back and let the dogs rest. We have a lot to talk about.”

      Zoey and Liam stopped for takeout on the way home, then piled into the nondescript little house and ate in a daze. When both humans and dogs were fed, Liam reached for her hand. “Congratulations, Zoey. You deserve this.”

      Zoey’s heart skipped. “I need some time to think about it. After today, I just…I don’t know what to think. Let’s get back home. I mean, to Riverbend.”
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      Like the first time Zoey flew into this airport, Alexis and Waffle were waiting to greet them when they arrived. Alexis gave her a hug and told Tasha and Tank what great dogs they were. In the midst of the human reunion, tails wagged with recognition. “Sorry about the drama, Zoey. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Me too. Liam was the one in danger, really.”

      Alexis gave Liam a fist bump. “Nice work, Agent Graham. Gotta love when we keep something from exploding.”

      “Never a better day.” Liam grinned.

      “Lynn was grateful. When we spoke, she told me she offered to double your salary and you turned it down.” Alexis raised her eyebrows.

      “Guess I’m a glutton for punishment,” Liam said, nonchalantly.

      Alexis looked over at Zoey but didn’t say anything to her. Maybe Lynn hadn’t mentioned her in their discussion.

      Soon, the team was on their way back to the dog training facility. The minute the car passed through the gates, Zoey felt like she’d come home. She shook off the feeling. She was an engineer, not a dog wrangler. A barely paid temporary employee, really. Tasha rested her head on Zoey’s lap and she petted her absently. Tank joined in from the other side, and she found herself laughing and they nudged each other, jostling for the best position on her lap.

      When they got back to the main building, Liam immediately took Tank to the yard where he could catch up with their latest recruits. While he was obviously a talented agent, his love for teaching and care for his students made it easy to understand why Lynn’s offer couldn’t tear him away from the job. Alexis gestured for Zoey to come back to her desk, and soon, Tasha was settled halfway between Waffle and Zoey. “First, on behalf of the FBI, thank you for everything you did. You prevented a major catastrophe.”

      Zoey shook her head. “It was Liam who kept us from dying. I wasn’t even armed.”

      “It isn’t just force that keeps people safe. You put the pieces together to tell us where to look. And you bought us precious time to stop JJ from doing further damage. And you made sure you didn’t get yourself killed in the process.”

      Zoey looked down at her hands. “I should have known sooner. I worked with him nearly every day.”

      “Don’t blame yourself for having a suboptimal run-in with an egomaniac. They’re hard to beat if you don’t have practice with them. They’re even hard to beat if you do. But you managed to do it anyway.”

      “Lynn wants to keep me on,” Zoey blurted out. “Doubling my already substantial raise.”

      “I know. She mentioned it to me.” Alexis rearranged some papers on her desk, then stopped and looked her in the eye. “Do what you feel is best. I don’t want to muddy the waters.”

      Zoey’s heart sank.

      Before Zoey could think of how she might reply, Alexis’s jaw tightened, and her words came out in a rush. “Well, I do. I do want to muddy the waters. My management was impressed with you in the field, and the presentation you helped Liam create secured the funding we’ve been needing for years. Enough funding to bring you on full-time.”

      “Alex, I don’t have to stomach to do this all the time. I can’t be an agent.” Zoey wasn’t sure why she was trying to talk Alexis out of letting her stay when her heart was begging her to do just that, but the words just kept coming out.

      “Good. I don’t actually want you to work for me as an agent.” Alexis smiled. She slid a piece of paper with a number on it and a full job description across the desk. “I need someone who understands what it’s like to work with the dogs to organize our efforts and convince the FBI and others we are worth funding. Someone who can turn soft results into hard numbers. And maybe do some liaising with local schools, help train dogs when we’re shorthanded, and answer the occasional field call. It would let my agents focus on what they do best. And it would save me a boatload of time doing management work.”

      Zoey swallowed. “I mean, it’s not engineering.”

      “It’s solving problems.” Alexis shrugged and re-ordered the papers on her desk. “My husband is an engineer, and he always says that that’s what engineers do. Solve problems. I was kind of hoping we’d be able to use your materials engineering know-how to help us develop new ways to train the dogs on scents too. I don’t have the engineering background to work with Indiana Polytechnic, but you could collaborate with them and test until your heart is content.”

      Zoey bit her lip. “It sounds too good to be true.” She looked at the number on the paper. It wasn’t anywhere near what Lynn had offered her, but it was enough. Particularly in rural Indiana.

      Alexis grinned. “I mean, if you think a pay cut to come work for me is too good to be true, that’s a good start.”

      “Um, you should know. Before I accept, Liam and I…” Zoey’s face heated.

      Alexis gave her the same look she’d given her moments before. “Oh, I saw that happening before you two even left. You won’t and can’t be in the same reporting chain. Just keep it out of the office and you’ll be fine.”

      Zoey laughed, relieved. “Alex, I think we are all playing checkers and you are playing 3-D laser chess.”

      “So, is that a yes?”

      Zoey looked down at Tasha, who swished her tail hopefully. How could she say no to that face? “Yeah. It’s a yes.”

      Alexis smiled and pulled a packet out of her drawer. “I was hoping that would be the case. Here is the full job offer, with all the details. Take a look, let me know if you’re okay with it, and sign when you’re ready. You’ve still got time to change your mind.”

      Zoey chuckled. “I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”

      Because their flight had taken most of the day and Zoey had been fielding an unexpected job offer, there was only an hour or so left of daylight to go out into the yard. Still, Tasha and Zoey were both equally excited about it. The only one who didn’t seem excited was Liam, who was holding himself stiffly in agent mode, even when working with the dogs. He gave Zoey a tight smile. Tank seemed to sense his tension and kept running back to check on him. Soon, they were done, and Zoey made eye contact with Liam. He walked over to her. “Ready to pack up your apartment?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about that. Want to meet me there in half an hour? I’ll bring the enchiladas.”

      Liam smiled, but his eyes looked sad. “Deal.”

      

      Zoey returned to her apartment, buzzing with excitement. She’d already called Elise. While Elise was devastated to lose her roommate, she was intrigued by Zoey’s descriptions of Riverbend and anxious to visit as soon as she could. Elise’s job required some travel and she wasn’t intimidated by the easy flight from Denver. Zoey got a little wistful, wondering what her mom and dad would think of her choice. They’d probably be concerned, ask a few questions, then, they’d be there as fast as they could get there in a car. Her dad had never liked flying. She sat on the floor so Tasha could crawl into her lap, and Tasha wasn’t too obvious about the fact she was very interested in the residual food smells on Zoey’s hands.

      Liam knocked and Zoey barely managed to resist jumping into his arms when she opened the door. He was holding a small pack of cupcakes from The River Bean and a cup of coffee with their stamped logo on the side. He gave her a wistful smile. “I remember you like surprise cupcakes. And I wanted to celebrate Lynn’s offer with you. The coffee is decaf.”

      She grinned and kissed him on the cheek. “Come on in.” Tasha and Tank were soon engaged in a competition over a new stuffed animal, a flat fox with insides made of rope and whose packaging promised longevity. It had been deemed an acceptable replacement by Tasha after she had proudly finished off her old cow, squeaker, stuffing, and all, just before they’d left Colorado. Tank and Tasha’s gentle tug of war wasn’t unlike the banter she and Liam regularly engaged in when they were living in the same house. It’d be weird to go to sleep in her apartment alone after their time together. She smiled, suddenly remembering he couldn’t read her thoughts. So she kept it simple. “Dinner?”

      Liam took in a deep breath. “Yeah. In a minute. Before we eat, I just want to say, I’m happy for you. I mean, honestly, I’ll miss you. And I told you not to think ten steps ahead, so it’s not fair of me to ask anything of you more than one or two steps ahead. Lynn’s offer is your big break. And I’m still interested. In you. Personally. But we can travel, see each other long-distance, somehow make it work.”

      It was the first time she’d seen Liam this uncomfortable since they’d started working together. He didn’t even look this nervous when JJ was about to detonate a homemade bomb. Zoey bit her lip. “That’s nice of you to say.” She took a deep breath. “I accepted my dream job today.”

      Liam’s breath came out in a whoosh. “Good. Good for you.” He swallowed. “I’m proud of you. Truly. Lynn will be thrilled too.”

      Zoey took a step closer. “I don’t think she will be. See, I got another offer. One with a lot less pay but a lot more wagging tails. And how is a girl supposed to turn down that kind of offer?”

      Liam’s eyes went wide. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. Alexis offered me a job this afternoon. I’ve already told Lynn that I regretted to inform her that I had accepted another offer.” Zoey smiled. “Turns out, I like you guys too much to leave. And find me another mountain biking group that meets in a pub where everyone literally knows your name. I thought that was only on TV shows.”

      Liam lifted her up and spun her around.

      “I thought you didn’t care what I chose?” Zoey gave him a cheeky smile when he lowered her to the floor.

      “I never said that. I said that I was happy for you.” Liam grinned. “Now, I’m happy for you and me.”

      “As colleagues?”

      “Yes, as colleagues too. I assume Alexis has a plan for all of that already?”

      Zoey nodded. “She had us pegged before we even left.”

      He laughed and pulled her in close, nose to nose. “So, we’re in the clear?” And before she could answer, he closed the gap. She wrapped an arm around him and pulled him even closer.

      Eventually, she pulled back, grinning. “Well, after that, I hope the answer is yes. You aren’t very patient.”

      “I prefer to think I’m highly motivated.” Liam kissed her again.

      “And are you highly motivated to keep working on this?” Zoey waved a hand between them. “The dogs would be really upset if we didn’t end up together after all of this fuss.” Tank and Tasha had taken a break from tug of war and were now curled up together on the floor.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to upset the dogs. Guess you’re stuck with me, huh?” Liam ran a hand through her hair and smiled down at her.

      “I certainly hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elise is getting her own story in Book 2 of the Riverbend K-9 series! Find more small-town mischief, new mysteries to solve, and plenty of wagging tails with each book in the Riverbend K-9 Series.

      

        

      
        Join Alexis on her earlier crime-solving adventures with the FBI in The Calculated Series. You’ll find clever women in STEM, a race to solve a crime (or two), and a dash of romance in every book!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you, dear reader, for joining my characters and me on this adventure! If you enjoyed this book…

      

        

      
        1. Leave a review on Goodreads, Bookbub, or your favorite book retailer. Even a short review is a great way to help other readers find this book!

      

        

      
        2. Sign up for my newsletter for exclusive content and news about new releases at: https://ktleeauthor.com/

      

        

      
        3. Follow me on social media:

        Twitter: @ktleewrites

        Instagram: @ktleeauthor

        Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ktleewrites

      

        

      
        4. More books are in the works! Visit https://ktleeauthor.com/ to stay updated on new releases and find all of K.T. Lee’s books.
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