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CHAPTER 1

Liam Hirsch never seriously contemplated dying before his forty-ninth birthday—until today.

As he lets his electric Ford F-150 coast down the long driveway on this gray, drizzly Tuesday—a typical January afternoon in Seattle—he’s struck by the sheer size of the house he’s called home for seven years. It’s strange, this fixation on something so mundane. Am I still in shock? he wonders.

Liam grew up in a cramped rental on a cracked street lined by patchy lawns. He never imagined owning a house like this—a hundred-year-old Tudor Revival fully refurbished with white oak floors, Carrara marble, a chef’s kitchen, and three fireplaces—let alone living in Broadmoor, a gated enclave designed to keep people like him out. But none of it matters now, he realizes with a shiver. He won’t be living anywhere much longer.

He remembers the day they moved in. The twins, Ava and Cole, just eight years old, swarmed the house as though on an Easter egg hunt, their laughter echoing through the empty rooms. Celeste joined in, launching a pillow fight before helping Ava pin up posters of Ariana Grande and Shawn Mendes. Even after the kids fell asleep, his wife was still buzzing with excitement. They lay together on the living room couch, surrounded by empty boxes, her legs tangled with his as she eagerly detailed the renovations needed to put “the Hirsch stamp” on their new home. But now the memory sours. Liam, preoccupied with a glitch in his company’s app, barely registered Celeste’s words or appreciated what the house truly represented: the security he had always sought for his family.

Liam parks in the four-car garage’s only empty stall and sits there, staring at the bikes, skis, kayaks, and camping gear—each item a trigger for memories of family adventures that now feel like someone else’s. He’s going to have to avoid music, he realizes, or he won’t be able to hold it together. His hand hovers over the door handle. He wrestles with the same questions that have dogged him since leaving the doctor’s office: What do I tell Celeste? How do I break it to the kids?

He wonders if he should be as blunt as Dr. Hudson Chow was. Liam hadn’t gone to the neurologist expecting good news—he knew the muscle twitches in his legs, shoulders, and, of all places, his tongue were worrisome signs. But the grim look on Dr. Chow’s face told him everything before any words were spoken.

“Mr. Hirsch… it’s not good,” Dr. Chow said.

“We didn’t expect good, did we?” Liam replied with a forced smile.

“True, but we didn’t expect it to be this severe,” Dr. Chow said, his eyes unwavering. “The MRIs, the EMG, the biopsy—they all point to the same diagnosis: amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. ALS.”

The words knocked the breath out of him. “Like Stephen Hawking,” he whispered, visualizing the famed scientist slumped in his wheelchair, his head and neck contorted, reliant on a robotic voice to communicate.

“Yes, but like any disease, ALS has an unpredictable course,” Dr. Chow said. “Stephen Hawking lived for decades with it.”

“I won’t?”

“Your condition has progressed significantly since your last appointment.”

“You’re saying I don’t just have run-of-the-mill ALS, I have the aggressive form?”

“We never classify ALS as run-of-the-mill, Mr. Hirsch. But yes, ‘aggressive’ would be a fair description.”

“And there’s no treatment?”

“There are two new medications that can sometimes slow the progression or lessen symptoms. I’ll prescribe them today.”

“They’re not cures?”

“No. At best, they might prolong functionality. Delay the onset of more symptoms.”

“Delaying it is the best I can hope for?”

“There are experimental therapies emerging. We could look for a study…”

The hesitation in Dr. Chow’s voice was enough. “But they don’t work, do they?”

“Not so far, no.”

Liam’s head spun. “So, I have months, at best?”

“In terms of functionality, yes, probably.”

“Functionality?”

Dr. Chow finally looked away. “If the disease continues to progress at this pace, you will likely lose much of your basic motor function within the next six to twelve months.”

Liam’s hands sat still in his lap. His calmness astounded him. Would it last? Could it? “You’re telling me I won’t be able to speak, walk, or even swallow in six months? Or sooner?”

“It’s impossible to predict with certainty, but… yes, there’s a good chance of that kind of progression.” Dr. Chow sighed, his expression so strained that Liam couldn’t help but feel a flicker of sympathy for him. “At some point in the near future, Mr. Hirsch, you’ll need to think about life support and how you feel about being placed on a ventilator. Perhaps you could come back with your wife…”

The shock must have set in then because the rest of their conversation is a blur.

Stunned, Liam wandered back to his truck, sinking into the driver’s seat and staring blankly at his reflection in the mirror. The man looking back seemed much older than he felt. Anger surged—rage at the injustice, at his body’s betrayal, at the world for spinning on while his life unraveled. He wanted to scream, to hit something, to release the pressure building inside him. But all he could do was sit there, silent, as the weight of his diagnosis pressed down.

The next thing he remembered was driving home, his legs heavy, his thoughts spiraling. He imagined his kids’ faces—their tears, the disbelief. He still had so much to teach them: how to drive, manage credit, and spot red flags in relationships. He needed to get Ava focused on a college major, help Cole build confidence. How could he be strong for them when he himself was crumbling?

Now, parked back in the garage, the dread of facing his family immobilizes him. He tries to coax himself out of the truck, to at least go tell Celeste. Don’t wallow, he tells himself. You’re a doer. Get moving! But instead, he unlocks the glove box and pulls out a manila envelope he’s kept hidden for weeks. He slides out the thin stack of photos. Despite their painful subject matter, the gritty, sticky feel of the photo paper and the faint vinegary scent take Liam back to another time.

His detractors—and there are a few—would relish the irony of a two-hundred-year-old analog technology upending the life of an AI pioneer like him. Liam can’t ignore it either. As he stares at the second photo—the one that never fails to gut him—his hand trembles. He quickly tucks the pictures away before the involuntary spasms worsen.

He watches helplessly as his fingers twitch—as though someone else’s brain is using them to mold an imaginary chunk of clay. Even worse, there’s no pain. No sensation at all.

After the episode passes and he regains control of his fingers, he leaves the truck and walks to the house, careful to lift his feet with each step, rehearsing a few lines in his head. They’re truthful but gentler than the grim words he just heard from Dr. Chow.

Inside, he finds Celeste at the front closet, slipping on her running jacket.

“Hi,” she says, turning with a tentative smile. “What did the specialist say?”

Liam had told her about the symptoms, downplaying the worst of them. He couldn’t hide the tremors while they still shared a bed. But now he regrets mentioning the appointment. How many lies can this marriage take?

The words won’t come. He just stares into her eyes—those stippled cinnamon swirls that once spoke volumes but have lately gone silent. What he wouldn’t give at that moment to be snuggling with her on the couch again, sharing everything like they once did.

“What is it, Liam?” Her expression clouds with concern. “He thinks it’s stress, right? You told him how much you’re working on your new app? The sleepless nights?”

His mind flashes to the second photo in the stack. It’s not the raw nakedness or the single bead of sweat between his wife’s breasts that haunts him. Not even the other man’s tattooed shoulder. It’s the look on Celeste’s face—the pleasure, the playfulness, the vitality lighting up her delicate features. He hasn’t seen that in a long time. He would kill to see her look at him like that again.

All the rehearsed lines fly out of his head. “The tests were inconclusive. He thinks it’s probably stress-related.”






CHAPTER 2

Andrea DeWalt steels herself as she reaches for the doorknob. It’s time.

For the past seven months, she has steered clear of the room—not just because her dad died in here, but because she knows he must have left something behind for her. But now that the townhouse is about to be listed for sale, the home office is the last room she has left to clear out. The Realtor insisted she leave the furniture to make the space feel “more inviting,” but Andrea isn’t about to let strangers rifle through her dad’s personal belongings during showings or open houses.

The room smells like him. Aftershave, old books, and carpet cleaner. It’s exactly as he left it. Andrea didn’t need to rummage through his desk to settle his modest estate; her dad had kept all his meticulous financial records, including his will, at his downtown office in the heritage building on First Avenue, where he ran his solo accounting practice for forty years. She spent many happy hours there after school, helping him with filing and bookkeeping. He paid her for her time and taught her how to invest her money, but she would have done the work for free. She loved hanging out with him. After her mom abandoned them, Andrea found it hard to be apart from him.

Her dad often brought her to work when she wasn’t in school. In those early years, she built secret forts under his desk, draping blankets over the sides to create her private hideaway. Curled up with her favorite books and snacks, she found comfort in the gentle rhythm of his typing and the shuffle of papers. Being with him in that shared space made her feel safe and content.

Once, while working on a special client presentation, he handed her a box of colored pencils and some blank paper, encouraging her to draw whatever she liked. As she doodled beside him, he would pause to ask her opinion on color schemes and layouts, treating her input with genuine consideration. When the presentation was finished, he proudly showed her how he had incorporated her suggestions. That was her dad—always making her feel central to his world.

At least, until the last day of his life.

Now, her fingers feel sticky and her mouth goes dry as she approaches his desk. As a private investigator, she’s combed through too many similar spaces not to fear what she might uncover here. It’s not the weird stuff she often finds—sex toys, collections of toenail clippings, or closets crammed with empties—that worries her. It’s the fear of coming face-to-face with hurtful reminders of her past, like letters or photos from her mother, who deserted them when Andrea was only seven. Or, worse, her dad’s final words explaining why he took his own life.

As she hovers over the desk where his longtime cleaner found him after he overdosed on prescription medications, Andrea’s anger rises, sharp and unyielding.

She gets that her dad had been in intractable pain. His inflammatory arthritis had worsened to the point where he needed an electric scooter to get around. He had trouble twisting doorknobs and holding cutlery. The arthritis had even spread to his jaw, making proper dental cleanings impossible. None of the surgeries or medications helped him. But was that reason enough to kill himself without telling her?

How could the most generous person I’ve ever known be so fucking selfish in the end?

The coroner told Andrea her father hadn’t left a suicide note, but she knew him too well to believe that. Somewhere behind his password-protected home screen—he always used the same one, Andrea1987—she’s certain something is waiting for her, but she’s still not ready to face it.

Avoiding the computer, Andrea begins emptying the desk drawers into the boxes she brought with her. Out of professional habit, she mentally records the alignment and order of everything she touches, though unlike at work, she doesn’t have to leave this room exactly as she found it.

In her eleven years as a private investigator, Andrea has learned that everyone hides part of themselves, especially from the people they love most. Some do it habitually, others occasionally. Some secrets are trivial, making her wonder why they even bother. Others are transformational. Her job is to uncover them all, big or small. And she’s good at it.

At this moment, she wishes she weren’t.

Her client Liam Hirsch leaps to mind again. He was right to suspect his wife was having an affair with the contractor renovating their home. It was a betrayal of convenience and proximity—something Andrea has seen multiple times before—and experienced once herself. But it was Liam’s reaction to proof of the affair that stuck with her for weeks afterward.

It’s the worst part of the job by far—the moment Andrea has to present evidence of infidelity to her clients, often via photos, but sometimes through texts, videos, or phone recordings. She dreads those awkward, post-proof conversations. She used to feel compelled to offer sympathy, dragging out those conversations while she fumbled for the right words of reassurance. Experience taught her there are no right words, so she stopped trying. Her clients pay for proof, not therapy.

Over the years, Andrea has witnessed a range of responses, from fury and shame to grief and extreme self-blame. One client smashed every one of his wife’s prized crystal wineglasses after seeing photos of her making out with her trainer. After that, Andrea stopped showing clients her evidence outside of neutral, third-party locations. Another woman laughed uncontrollably at photos of her husband in bed with her sister, so Andrea had to take their coffees to go and walk her around the block until she calmed down.

But Liam’s response took her by surprise. He was still and quiet, studying the photos with his impassive, silvery blue eyes. Expressionless, he laid two of the photos side by side on his desk and pointed to the second one. “That’s not the same bra,” he noted, comparing it to the first. The only hint of emotion was the slight tremor in his right hand.

“No,” Andrea said, surprised he’d picked up on the difference. “They were taken on different days.”

“Different bras, different days.” Liam nodded at the photos. “How many times did you catch them together?”

“Three times.”

“Over how long?”

“About a week.”

“No wonder it’s taking him forever to tile the bathroom.”

She didn’t respond as he carefully gathered the photos and slid them back into the envelope.

“I can keep these, yes?”

“Of course. You own them, Mr. Hirsch.” She pulled out a smaller envelope. “And here are the negatives.”

“Negatives?” His eyes widened. “You really are an analog detective, aren’t you?”

She grinned. “Not exactly, but I do prefer to use film when possible. And I never make copies.”

“That’s good, I suppose.” He nodded at the envelope. “Celeste looks happy, doesn’t she?”

The question caught Andrea off guard. None of her other clients had ever remarked on their cheating spouse’s degree of contentment. “I… I don’t have enough of a point of reference to say.”

“I wonder if she’s in love.”

Andrea could tell his wondering wasn’t meant for her, but if Liam had pressed, she would have had to say her opinion was no. His wife looked satisfied, like she was getting away with something. Even though Andrea had never met Celeste, after a few weeks of following her, she had formed a distinct impression: charming, warm, and impeccably put together. The kind of woman others instantly notice. But beneath that polished exterior, Andrea sensed restlessness. Possibly an emptiness, too. Celeste’s affair didn’t seem born out of love. No, it was driven by the thrill, the escape, and maybe a need for fulfillment. It was pitiful, really, that someone who had so much would risk everything for so little.

Brushing off the memory, Andrea sits down at her dad’s computer. As her fingers tap out his password, her anger recedes, replaced by a growing dread at what might be waiting for her behind the home screen.






CHAPTER 3

For as long as Liam can remember, he’s found solace in darkness. Growing up, his younger brother and sister were terrified of their poorly lit, unfinished basement with its shadowy corners, creaking pipes, and cobwebbed nooks—but for Liam, it was a sanctuary. Whenever life overwhelmed him, he would retreat there, sitting in the darkness to clear his mind and steady his nerves.

But now, at nearly three a.m., as he nurses a tumbler of scotch in his basement office, illuminated only by the dim glow of a screen saver, the darkness offers no peace. He rarely drinks—alcohol usually just makes him sleepy or nauseous—but tonight, with sleep eluding him, he thought a drink might still his racing thoughts. It hasn’t.

Earlier, during dinner, he didn’t breathe a word to his wife or kids about his diagnosis. The finality of it left him mute, contributing nothing to the conversation. When Ava finally remarked on his uncharacteristic quietness, he blamed it on a work deadline, feeling like a coward for falling back on his usual excuse.

The self-recrimination is strong. He should tell them; they need to know. But what’s the point of burdening them until he figures out the next steps? He reminds himself that he’s an engineer, a problem solver. Until he has a plan, there’s no reason to throw their lives into chaos.

He thinks back to the first time he noticed the muscle twitching in his hand, five or six weeks earlier. It started days after he’d seen the photos of his wife in bed with their contractor. At the time, he chalked the spasms up to stress and sleeplessness, thinking they were just a variation of the occasional twitch in his left eyelid. But when they worsened, he finally went to see his doctor, Jeremy Blackmore. Despite Jeremy’s reassuring manner, the urgency of his referral to a neurologist made it clear something might be seriously wrong.

Liam takes another sip, contemplating what lies ahead. He’s no stranger to fear. A lifelong rock climber, he’s had his share of brushes with death, both before and after the twenty-foot fall that crushed two bones in his lower back. His own death doesn’t scare him. What terrifies him is the inevitable pity and indignities he’ll have to endure: the clichéd, empty words of encouragement, the sorrowful glances, and the obligatory cards, flowers, and visits. The thought of it all makes his stomach turn.

Randomly, he thinks of Andrea and decides she wouldn’t pity him. Even though he sought her help during one of the most painful episodes in his life, her direct, no-nonsense style drew him in. That, and the way her thick black hair swept into a messy bun, her pert nose, and striking almond-shaped eyes reminded him of Ms. Waters, his seventh-grade math teacher and first crush—another no-nonsense woman. When Andrea presented the proof of Celeste’s infidelity, there was no comfort, no sympathy. What would she think of his terminal diagnosis? Pity him? Commiserate over the inevitable indignity? He doubts it.

ALS will rob him of everything—his ability to walk, talk, dress, chew, swallow, even wipe his own ass. But what torments him even more is the thought of his kids witnessing every agonizing step of his rapid decline. Poor Ava and Cole: How will they handle this?

Liam’s own father was always chasing get-rich-quick schemes, too consumed by his failed pursuits to be there for his kids. But at least Dad survived my childhood, Liam thinks bitterly. The thought of his kids losing him, especially Cole, who’s struggled with his teen years more than his sister, is unbearable. His son needs him more than ever.

Liam’s hand trembles again. Before he can lower the glass, the scotch spills onto the armrest. He dabs at it, imagining the stain and wondering how he’ll explain it to Celeste. The thought angers him.

He had never imagined Celeste would cheat on him. He dismissed the early signs—her unusual periods of radio silence, the uncharacteristic fluctuations in her schedule, the way she sometimes shielded her screen while texting. But it wasn’t until Ava casually mentioned her best friend had seen Celeste with “that contractor guy” at a coffee shop on a morning she was supposed to be in Everett for a tennis match that everything clicked. Then he hired Andrea to bring him the proof he’d hoped she wouldn’t find.

How could she cheat on me now, of all times? Although it’s not like she turned to someone else when he got sick, he reminds himself. She doesn’t even know. She started stepping out before he noticed any physical changes. Maybe he hadn’t prioritized her enough, but did that justify her actions? No, but it helped explain them. It was context. He was at the office more than he was at home. No, fuck that! He would never have strayed or fallen in love with someone else. But maybe she didn’t need justification. Maybe it just happened, and she doesn’t feel guilty. Maybe she feels empowered, adored.

He wonders why he has to lose his wife and his body simultaneously. Can’t I get a break on one or the other?

Liam laughs, a bitter sound, recognizing how quickly he’s moved through the Kübler-Ross stages of grief—barreling through denial and anger straight into bargaining. He refuses to beg. Not to a God he doesn’t believe in, and certainly not to Celeste. Why shouldn’t he lose his wife and his health? He’s not special. But he doesn’t have to suffer passively.

“I am a doer,” he reminds himself aloud, reaching for the glass again.

His thoughts turn to the articles he read earlier this afternoon on Washington State’s Death with Dignity Act. He hadn’t realized there were different euphemisms for the process. Proponents call it “medical assistance in dying,” or MAiD, while detractors call it “physician-assisted suicide.” The semantics don’t concern him.

Whatever they call it, it’s an option he needs to explore.






CHAPTER 4

Samrath “Sam” Sanghera, TransScend’s chief operating officer, leans back in his chair and peers at Liam over the top of his half-moon glasses. The glasses always throw Liam off, making Sam look more like a librarian than a computer engineer built like a linebacker. With slicked-back black hair, a hooked nose, and a light brown complexion, Sam exudes an intensity that’s only softened by the perpetual amusement in his deep chestnut eyes.

“You still with me, Boss?” Sam asks, raising a thick eyebrow.

Barely.

Sam has been with Liam since day one. After fifteen years of working side by side, they can almost read each other’s thoughts. Liam, the quiet leader, complements Sam’s extroverted and highly social nature. When conflicts arise, Sam plays the bad cop to Liam’s good one. Liam doubts he’ll be able to hide his diagnosis from his old friend for long. Then again, he faked it pretty well with his family last night. “I was just thinking,” he says.

And he has been, but not about Sam’s question. His mind is on Celeste and those damn photos. Not the explicit content, but the events that led her—them—to that point. Maybe she ended up in bed with their contractor, Benjamin, because, as she’d once murmured after he canceled yet another dinner date, “I can never compete with your one true love.”

She meant his company, TransScend.

Was the devotion worth it? Liam wonders, bitterly glancing around his massive corner office on the top floor. He could host a small conference here. What a waste of space. If someone had told him ten years ago that his struggling AI startup would one day have its own small campus in the affluent suburb of Bellevue, he would have laughed.

In the early years, he and Celeste had lived under the constant threat of losing everything. After the twins were born, he lay awake worrying about providing for his family. When the company finally gained traction and their stock went public, he reveled in his newfound wealth, but the satisfaction was fleeting. He learned that material things mattered little to him. Beyond securing his family’s financial future, he discovered a deeper drive: legacy. Only recently has he come to understand how much that truly matters to him. If his lifelong ambition doesn’t amount to something real and sustainable, then all those years of sleepless nights, working weekends, missed holidays, and the strain on his marriage will have been for nothing. An unforgivable waste, especially now that his time is running out.

He blames his obsession with legacy squarely on his father. Even when his dad was around, which wasn’t often, he was too caught up in his doomed financial ventures to be truly present. Liam has achieved a level of success his father could only dream of, yet he fears he’s committed the same crime of neglecting his family. Maybe not his kids, but certainly Celeste. And for what? His company could still collapse, leaving his family in debt. The release of the new app will either make his fortune or break it. The thought of his kids remembering him as he remembers his own father—a man with nothing to show at the end of his life—sickens him.

Liam shakes off the bleak thoughts. “I’m listening, Sam.”

“I don’t get it, Liam.” The COO’s use of his first name is notable because Sam almost never uses it. Usually it’s “Boss,” “Prez,” or sometimes, reflecting Sam’s passion for hip-hop music, “the O.G.”

“Get what?”

“You’re supposed to be the cautious one. Always telling us to rein it in. More dry runs. More tests. Remember how long you dragged your feet on the launch of HisStory?”

How could Liam forget? Everything was riding on that launch. Years of sacrifice, worry, and dedication came to fruition in that single groundbreaking app—a self-learning technology that, using only archival footage, could bring historical figures back to life on-screen. He’d been agonizing over perfecting his generative AI algorithm since grad school, and he’d struggled to pull the trigger on HisStory’s launch. He kept insisting on more tests, more tweaks. He barely ate or slept for weeks before it went live. In the end, it was a bigger success than he’d dared dream. Of course, at the time, he had no idea just how enthusiastically Hollywood studios would embrace the technology, using the app to cast famous dead actors in new film roles, and how vociferously living actors would object to the AI competition, disrupting the industry overnight.

Sam grimaces. “Now you want us to move the launch date up by three months?”

“I asked you if it was doable.”

“Yeah, but you’d only ask if you were intent on doing it.”

Sam is right, of course. Liam wants a chance to see their newest app in action, at least while he can still move and breathe on his own. But there’s more to it. He knows he won’t be able to keep the news of his illness quiet until June, when the app is currently scheduled to be released. Who knows how much that could destabilize the company’s share price and undermine the launch?

The new app is named TheirStory, although the coders have nicknamed it Séance AI. It’s a natural extension of HisStory. It allows users to upload data—videos, recordings, emails and texts, and other collateral information—on anyone of their choosing along with a detailed personality inventory. From there, the generative AI creates a realistic and interactive avatar of the chosen subject. But unlike HisStory, which relies on users to provide a script for the avatar and has limited potential for improvisation, TheirStory uses predictive algorithms to create original responses. It allows users to converse with the subject as though they were speaking via video chat. In the later development stage, many of the coders selected a dead relative as an avatar to test on the app. The results were so realistic that several of them were in tears during those sessions, leading to its morbid nickname.

All the testers agree that it’s a seismic upgrade over the other similar apps available on the market, known as deathbots. Developing TheirStory was a herculean undertaking requiring massive computing power and amassing vast amounts of data from public records, licensed proprietary sources like social media, and anonymized user interactions. They had to use cloud computing for scalability and leverage edge computing—a technology that processes data closer to where it’s generated—to minimize latency, which appears as freezing during user interactions.

Liam has mixed feelings about families communing with dead loved ones as though they’re still alive. But he’s always rationalized those worries away, arguing that, if not them, one of their competitors will eventually market a deathbot as functional. And from a technical perspective, TheirStory has exceeded his wildest expectations. He has no doubt the appetite for their groundbreaking app will be boundless. He also knows the opposition to it will be equally fierce among those AI skeptics who will only see the app’s potential for abuse. Either way, he hopes and expects it to cement his legacy, provided the launch goes smoothly.

“Why don’t you stop worrying about my motives, Sam, and just answer the fucking question?” Liam grumbles, aware that he’s venting unfairly on his right-hand man.

Sam chuckles. “You’re dropping f-bombs now? Who are you and what have you done with the Prez?”

Liam rubs his eyes. “Not today, Sam, please.”

“It’s theoretically possible, I suppose,” Sam says. “But putting aside the risk of bugs and crashes, it will completely bugger up our whole comms and marketing strategy. We’ve been focused on a June release for the past year.”

“I don’t care about the comms.”

Sam leans forward. He’s still smiling, but there’s a glimmer of concern in his eyes. “What’s going on?”

Liam considers unloading his terrible secret onto his old friend. What a relief it might be. But he can’t bring himself to. Instead, he says, “The app is ready, Sam.”

“And it will be in June, too. On the day we’ve been targeting for the past eighteen months.”

“Things move at lightning speed in AI. Who knows what might pop up if we wait five more months?”

“We’d know, Boss. Before anyone else did. I’ve got eyes everywhere.”

“I think we better move the launch date up.”

“And I think that’s fucking madness!”

“Last time I checked, I’m still the CEO.”

Sam laughs. “You’re pulling that card on me? For real?”

“Douche move, huh?” Liam musters a grin. “I have a feeling on this one, Sam. Trust me, OK?”

That argument seems to find some traction, even though it’s a lie. During their long working relationship, Liam has only relied on intuition on a few specific occasions, but it has paid off every time. And Sam knows it, too, even if he doesn’t like it. He pinches his nose, pushing his glasses above his eyes. “OK. I’ll see if I can move this mountain. Actually, more like the whole goddamn Himalayan range. Because of this feeling of yours.”

“Thank you.” Exhaustion overwhelms Liam. He wants to end the conversation before another uncontrollable tremor strikes, but there is one other matter he has to discuss with his COO. “What did you make of the last quarterly report?”

“Make of what? Our record profits?”

“Sure, but the expenditures seemed a bit off to me.”

“Off?” Sam’s brow furrows. “By how much?”

“They were up about a percent or two over the previous quarter.”

“A percent or two? That’s what you’re losing sleep over?”

“I’m not aware of any new capital purchases or other major expenditures to explain it. Are you?”

“Nope.” Sam squints. “What does Ramona have to say about it?”

“She hasn’t gotten back to me yet.”

Liam thinks back to the conversation he had with their quirky but very savvy chief financial officer two days earlier.

“Oh, yeah, I made a note of it, too,” Ramona said, after Liam broached the discrepancy with her. “It’s likely due to timing differences between when expenses are incurred versus when they’re recorded. It should balance out in the next quarter.”

“I see.”

“Or it could be a classification thing,” Ramona hurried to add. “We recently reclassified some expenses to different accounts for better financial tracking. It might have caused temporary inconsistencies.” She offered him a tight smile. “I’ll drill down on the specifics and let you know.”

But Ramona still hasn’t gotten back to Liam. And if she had spotted the discrepancy, why hadn’t she mentioned it to him before he inquired? He wonders if he’s reading too much into the situation, looking for problems where there aren’t any, but with the way the rest of his life is coming apart at the seams, he can’t afford any instability inside the company.

“You ran our books for years,” Liam says to Sam now. “You know them inside and out. Do me a favor and go through them yourself. Please.”

Sam eyes him for a long moment. Liam can see that his longtime friend is wondering why the hell he’s worrying about some minor accounting discrepancy when he just decided to upend the company’s entire production schedule. But Sam only nods. “Will do, Boss.”
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