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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Thursday Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava’s mother had called again last night. She’d silenced the call on instinct, but the image of her thumb pressing Decline still lingered in her mind.

      Now, morning light filtered through the blinds of her kitchen window as she sat at the table, laptop open, one hand wrapped around a mug gone cold.

      She shook the thought away and stared at the Zoom logo on the screen, the message beneath it reading: Please wait, the meeting host will let you in soon. She drummed her fingers on the tabletop, pulse ticking in her wrist. She’d spent months seeking the right tech for her firm to invest millions in. Everything rested on this. If Solace Tech’s new AI was what she hoped, groundbreaking enough to change everything, it could buy her more than a bonus. It could buy her life back.

      She’d booked the earliest available slot for the demo, but punctuality didn’t appear to be Julian Vexler’s strength.

      The screen flickered to life, revealing a single empty office chair. Behind it, a virtual backdrop projected the Solace logo: two hands with their fingers entwined—a shamelessly curated image of connection, just like the product he was selling.

      Then Julian appeared, dropping into the seat with the distracted air of someone mid-thought. Early thirties, maybe, with pale skin and a tangle of dark curls that looked like they hadn’t met a comb in days. He didn’t smile. His eyes, ringed with shadows, flicked toward the camera like it had interrupted him. He wore a threadbare black hoodie, bunched around his shoulders like he’d yanked it on without looking. He spoke without greeting—like the meeting had already started, and she was the one who was late.

      “Hi, Miss… Sinclair,” he said. “Thanks for making time. I’m Julian Vexler, Solace’s founder.”

      “Good morning. Sorry about my video camera—it’s been playing up.” Ava glanced at the Post-it note stuck over it.

      “Oh, sure thing. If you’re comfortable, I can remote access and fix th⁠—”

      “Against protocol, I’m afraid. Shall we move on? Thanks for walking me through this. I’m excited to see what it can do.”

      “Of course. So that you know, this isn’t the full system. We’re using a sandbox environment today. But it should give you a feel for how the Solace AI responds.”

      She nodded, watching as Julian shared his screen and opened a sleek, minimal interface. A single blinking cursor waited in the center.

      “You can type anything here,” he said. “But for the demo, I suggest starting simple.” He paused. “Try: ‘I can’t sleep lately.’”

      She typed the prompt. The screen paused for half a second before the software responded:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry you’re having trouble sleeping. Do you want to talk about what’s keeping you up?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Okay. That’s… gentle.” She sighed, slightly underwhelmed.

      “Right? It’s designed to pick up tone, even in short text. Try adding some emotional context. Maybe something like, ‘I keep fighting with my boyfriend.’

      She hesitated, then typed it.

      The AI replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        Sometimes the people we love are the hardest to connect with.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her pulse thudded at the collarbone. Even that watered-down version of the AI felt more compassionate than half the people in her contacts list. She could already picture the impact it would have when it launched.

      On impulse, she stabbed a new entry into Solace.

      
        
          
            
              
        I agree. Sometimes... people don’t say what they really mean.

      

      

      

      

      

      Julian coughed. "We shouldn't⁠—"

      The AI answered before he could finish: 

      
        
          
            
              
        People don’t always speak love out loud. When words fail, ask yourself… are their actions saying what they cannot.

      

      

      

      

      

      "See?" Julian cut in quickly. "It adapts. It learns. But let's stay on script. I don't want you to miss the key features."

      For the following fifty minutes, Julian guided her through basic interactions—typing, responding, watching the system adjust its tone based on phrasing and punctuation. Some prompts were eerily accurate. Others, a bit… off. But on the whole, it felt intuitive.

      By the time they’d finished, Ava realized she hadn’t checked the clock once. “Well,” she said, sitting back in her kitchen chair. “That hour flew by.”

      Julian grinned. “Good sign.” He tapped a key and stopped the screen share. “I’ve included a few transcripts in the investment pitch deck. They’re examples from our in-house testers, but they demonstrate the product’s potential. Hopefully, they can help you convince the Partners at Darkwater we’re worth a shot.”

      “Thanks. I’ll go through them with interest.”

      “Great. And if you have any questions, reach out.”

      She peeled the Post-it from the camera, closed the laptop, and pushed back from her kitchen table. Twenty minutes later, coat zipped and scarf wrapped tight, she stepped outside.

      Ava loved cold weather. People didn’t stare as much when it was cold—they kept their heads down, hands shoved in their pockets, too focused on their own discomfort to notice her.

      The steep streets of Pacific Heights stretched before her, the incline tugging at her calves as she walked. The grand Victorian homes stood in hushed elegance, their bay windows catching the morning light, winking at her.

      Her thoughts drifted back to her mother in Fairbridge, a small town just outside Boston. She had stood in the doorway of Ava’s childhood bedroom, arms folded across her chest as Ava packed. The silence between them had been thick with the ghosts of old arguments.

      Then, as Ava zipped up her suitcase, her mother finally spoke. “Maybe it’s easier for everyone if you go. You can't undo what you did.”

      The words had followed her out of the house, echoing in her ears as she loaded her bags into the Uber.

      The guilt still followed her, but she'd stopped trying to outrun it. San Francisco offered her anonymity, too busy to care who she used to be, or what had happened that night.

      As she descended toward the flatter streets of Cow Hollow, the hum of traffic grew louder, punctuated by the distant wail of a siren and the impatient beep-beep of a reversing delivery truck. The shops were waking up now, metal shutters clattering open, the scent of fresh bread wafting from the French bakery on the corner.

      A man on a bike zipped past, balancing a tray of coffee cups in one hand, his messenger bag bouncing against his hip.

      Ava stepped aside, catching her reflection in the plate-glass window of a chic fashion boutique.

      She flinched.

      It didn’t matter how many surgeries she had endured. She still had the kind of face that made people look twice, then look away.

      Despite months of facial reconstruction, the left side of her face still looked like a puzzle a child had forced together. The tissue stretched thin, pink and glossy in places, rough and stippled in others. Her cheekbone, once defined, now lay sunken. She’d been lucky to keep her eye, but the scarring dragged it downward at the corner—as if it couldn’t bear to face what had happened.

      Her breath fogged the glass, blurring her reflection into something kinder. But beyond the misted outline of her face, the mannequin sharpened into focus—a faceless figure, flawless in glossy plastic.

      Ava swallowed. Just for a moment, she let herself pretend the glass was a mirror, and the mannequin, her. No burn scars. No sideways glances. No pity.

      A gull’s sharp cry shattered the moment. Its shadow skimmed past her before it veered overhead. The spell broken, she tugged her hood forward, as if she could disappear inside it, and turned from the window.

      The warmth of the coffee shop enveloped her the moment she stepped inside. The scent of roasted beans, vanilla, and something faintly spiced curled in the air, familiar and comforting.

      She released a slow breath. She’d been running on fumes. Too many late nights chasing the deal she believed could change everything.

      Muted voices hummed, blending with the hiss and sputter of milk being frothed. A steady symphony of morning routine. She kept her head down, her hood up, blonde hair falling forward in a curtain, shielding her face from wandering eyes.

      A woman stood ahead of her in line, draped in an oatmeal-colored cashmere coat, the fabric so fine it pooled like liquid over her shoulders. She scrolled through her phone with a manicured finger, one high-heeled boot crossed over the other as she leaned effortlessly against the wall.

      Ava focused on the chalkboard menu, though she already knew what she’d order. The same thing she ordered every morning. A predictable moment in a world where so much was uncertain. She clung to these small rituals, ticking them off as checkpoints.

      At the end of the counter, three young men in jeans and logo-stamped hoodies clustered around a bar-height table.

      “…the follow-through sucks. Once you nudge it off script, it derails the conversation…”

      “C’mon, Aidan. You’re gonna nail this. Your stuff’s already next level,” one of them said, shoving his mug aside and leaning on the table.

      “Yeah, but half the time it answers like it’s got a hangover,” replied the one she presumed was Aidan.

      She didn’t mean to listen, but their conversation had a certain cadence, the kind that belonged to people who knew they were the smartest in the room.

      “…it knows when the user is upset, but the responses are flat. Robotic,” said the one with the carefully trimmed beard and warm bronze skin, every edge of him groomed to precision. “It’s not the model. It’s the emotional tagging.”

      “The empathy model works,” Aidan muttered. “But we’re trying to shoehorn nuance into it at scale.”

      She turned the phrase over in her head. She wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, but they sounded like software engineers. The city was full of software start-ups, including the one waiting on her desk.

      A mounted TV above the counter played the morning news, the volume low but audible. On-screen, a panel of experts studied two near-identical paintings.

      “One of these was painted by a human,” the anchor said. “The other by an AI. Can you tell the difference?”

      A split-screen view showed a close-up of each painting: rich brushstrokes with soft blending and deliberate imperfections. They looked the same.

      "This AI doesn’t just copy. It learns," an expert said. "From centuries of techniques.”

      "But that’s the problem," another panelist interjected. "If AI can fake a soul, where does that leave us?"

      Across the room, Aidan lifted his cup. “Mimic a soul, my ass.” He took a sip. “Conventional AI still can’t tell the difference between sarcasm and sincerity.”

      One of them muttered something in reply, and they all laughed.

      “It’s not about prediction,” Aidan said. “It’s about interpretation.”

      Ava raised an eyebrow. That’s what everyone said. That AI couldn’t decode tone, hesitation, or doubt. That it didn’t get people.

      But the Solace Tech software she was preparing to present to investors at the venture capital firm where she worked did.

      It was designed for subtext.

      That’s what made it revolutionary.

      She dismissed the conversation with a silent scoff. Coffee shop philosophers.

      “Dommi?”

      The male barista’s voice cut through the conversation, sharp enough to pull Ava’s attention away.

      The woman in the cashmere coat stepped up to the counter, running a hand through her black, chin-length bob. Her lipstick a shade of soft nude, her entire presence the kind that turned heads without trying.

      The barista grinned. “Here’s your double chocolate macchiato with oat milk, vanilla syrup, and extra cream.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry for all the extravagant extras.”

      His eyes sparkled. “You’re worth it.”

      She took the cup from him, but he held it a fraction too long. The pause stretched, subtle but deliberate, then he let go.

      Ava looked away.

      She used to be part of moments like that.

      Before.

      “…doesn’t know how to read between the lines.” Another snippet of conversation drifted over from the men at the corner table.

      She had spent the last year learning to read between the lines. To pick apart the difference between curiosity and discomfort. Between glances that settled on her face without reaching her eyes, and the ones that deliberately skated past.

      She longed to be looked at with want, not pity. Once, she’d turned heads… now she turned stomachs. And no matter how much she pretended it didn’t matter, some days, it still crushed her.

      She glanced toward Aidan. Dark hair, a little too long, fell over his forehead as he leaned in. His jaw was rough with stubble, the kind that suggested either exhaustion or indifference, but it suited him. He wasn’t classically handsome. Not really. But when he smiled, his eyes wrinkled softly, like crumpled paper. It made her think he was someone who hadn’t learned to hide the good parts of himself.

      She wanted to move closer.

      Not to speak.

      Just to be near.

      There was something about him. Something that felt safe and electric all at once.

      Like the air before a summer storm.

      Or the beginning of a book she suddenly couldn’t wait to read.

      The impulse startled her. It had been so long since she’d felt that pull, but she didn’t try to stop it.

      She told herself it was nothing—just curiosity.

      But deep inside, something flickered.

      A part of her that had died in the accident stirred. Warm and aching… waking up.

      She turned away before he looked up. Not because she didn’t want him to see her looking—but because she couldn’t bear it if he flinched. And yet, she wasn’t ready to stop hoping that one day, someone might truly see her for who she was.

      The barista coughed. “Ava, isn’t it?”

      She turned to him and adjusted the fall of her hair, letting it curtain the left side of her face. The machine hissed and spat, then he slid the paper cup across to her. “Hazelnut latte,” he said, his voice warm but impersonal. “Here you go.”

      She stepped forward to take it. For the briefest second, his eyes caught hers, then flicked to the side, the sight of her startling him. His hand pulled back too fast, as though the cup had burned him.

      The motion was small.

      But it landed like a slap.

      Her hand shook as she tapped her phone to the card reader, its screen casting a faint glow. A quiet beep. She turned and stepped back outside into the cold. She was tired of hiding. Something had to change—because this wasn’t living.
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      Aidan stirred his coffee like it owed him something. The espresso steamed faintly as he circled the spoon, watching the surface ripple with every slow turn. It gave his hands something to do while he smiled at all the right moments, the hiss of steaming milk and the low churn of the grinder filling the air around him.

      “The prompts are fine, but the follow-through sucks. Once you nudge it off script, it derails the conversation flow,” he said.

      “C’mon, Aidan. You’re gonna nail this. Your stuff’s already next level,” Max shoved his mug aside and leaned in, elbows on the table, the cuffs of his grey hoodie bunched at his wrists.

      Aidan raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, but half the time it answers like it’s got a hangover.”

      “…it knows when the user is upset, but the responses are flat. Robotic,” Raj rolled his eyes. “It’s not the model. It’s the emotional tagging.”

      "The empathy model works," Aidan muttered. "But we're trying to shoehorn nuance into it at scale. You can't just bombard it with generic training data and expect it to build a rapport with an individual user."

      “Stop worrying about it. We’ll patch it in the next build.” Max laughed too loudly.

      Aidan’s grin came automatically, part of the role he’d long since memorized. He picked up his cup and took a sip, wincing at the heat. Then he glanced up and saw her.

      The woman in the camel coat.

      It draped over her like liquid, the kind of fabric that whispered money. Leaning against the wall, one leg crossed over the other in a lazy angle—a seductive pose masquerading as nonchalance. She scrolled through her phone with the kind of detached focus he reserved for debugging code. He wondered if she was swiping through profiles, deciding who was worth a second glance, choosing or discarding people in half-second decisions.

      It had been over a year since he’d been with anyone. He and Katy, a flight attendant, had made a handsome couple. Their matching tans and white teeth looked great on his Instagram. But that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was that someone had wanted him, even if he’d let it fall apart.

      He hadn’t meant to, but when the bottom fell out of his life, it took everyone he loved with it.  Now it felt safer to keep things skin-deep.

      He swallowed against the lump rising in his throat and focused on the TV, grateful for the distraction. Two paintings were displayed side by side. One human. One AI.

      The anchor’s voice warbled over the coffee machine. “If AI can fake a soul, where does that leave us?”

      “Mimic a soul, my ass,” Aidan scoffed, taking another sip of coffee. “Conventional AI still can’t tell the difference between sarcasm and sincerity.”

      Raj snorted. “Yeah, well. Neither can half the execs we talk to.” That earned a round of chuckles.

      “It’s not about prediction,” Aidan said, stirring his coffee again, slow and distracted. “It’s about interpretation.” He glanced at his distorted reflection in the mug. “It doesn’t know how to read between the lines.”

      He glanced back at the woman in the camel coat. Dommi. That’s what the barista called her. He liked the sound of it. Soft at the edges. He let the name roll around in his mind, wondering how it would sound if he held her in his arms and said it breathlessly against her ear.

      She pocketed her phone and stepped forward to grab her drink.

      He narrowed his eyes at the exchange with the barista. Too many smiles as they held one another’s gaze. She laughed, easy and practiced, knowing exactly how the moment should look.

      Then she was gone.

      He blinked as the door swung shut, unexplained disappointment flooding him. He shifted in his seat, suddenly aware of Raj grinning at him.

      “What?”

      “Oh, it’s time.” Raj winked at Max.

      “For sure, bro.”

      “Time for what?” Aidan asked.

      “You need to get yourself back out there,” Max pulled out his phone and opened Tinder. “Come on, Aidan. Don’t tell me you’re not ready for a little company.”

      Raj grinned, “If you need help building your profile, just let us know.”

      The two of them used Tinder like a slot machine. Endlessly strategizing and swapping hookup stories. Aidan was never sure how much was bravado and how much was true.

      Max turned his screen to Aidan. "Look at my profile. It's a work of art." He flicked through some of his curated photos. "Golden rule: No polo necks. You'll never pull with that."

      Aidan leaned in for a closer look. “Since when did you own a golden retriever?”

      Max grinned. “Call it brand alignment. Chicks love dudes holding cute pets, right?”

      Aidan raised an eyebrow.

      Raj nodded like it was gospel. “Max is right, bro. You’re turning into a sad sack. You really think a bunch of code can eradicate loneliness?” He smirked. “Unless you teach it to flirt.” He snorted at his own joke and waved it off. “I’m kidding!”

      Aidan glanced away. Maybe they weren’t wrong.

      “Whatever you do,” Raj said, his expression serious. “Don’t say you’re a programmer. This city is crawling with them, and women don’t want a tech-nerd.”

      Max looked up from the app. “Pilot, bro! Women love pilots. Exotic, confident, always on the move. Besides, pilots aren’t expected to stay. You won’t have to stick around long if you don’t want to.”

      Aidan filed the Tinder conversation away and changed the subject. "If we don't fix this, you won't be able to afford many more dates anyway."

      “Ava, isn’t it?” The barista said.

      Aidan glanced up as another woman approached the counter, her face hidden by her hood and a fall of pale blonde hair. She moved through the space without urgency. Without joy.  There was something hauntingly familiar in the way she carried herself, as if bearing an invisible weight. It caught his attention. He knew what that felt like, and it unsettled something in him.

      The room hadn’t gone silent, but everything else seemed to fall away. She had his full attention. He held his breath the way he did just before hitting enter, waiting to see if the code would run or crash.

      She turned, and he caught a glimpse of a fractured face held together by ridged skin and tight scars. His breath hitched—just for a second. Not out of cruelty, but in surprise. He’d never seen scarring like that up close.

      Instinct made him look away. Curiosity made him look back.

      He shifted in his seat, his toes curling in his sneakers. He rubbed his thumb along the edge of his cup.  “Jesus,” he muttered.

      Why did it matter? He wasn’t going to talk to her.

      The room suddenly felt too small. Conversation swirled around him, but he couldn’t follow a word.  He stared into his coffee as guilt burned in his stomach.

      When he dared to look up again, she was gone.

      As the door closed softly behind her, he exhaled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.
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      Ava walked briskly, boots clicking on the sidewalk as a tram rumbled past. She sipped her coffee. The liquid scalded her tongue, and she winced, the tug of the grafted skin pulling at the corner of her mouth.

      The walk to work took forty-five minutes, but she preferred it to the tram: the hard, unyielding bench seat beneath her, the press of strangers, the silent weight of their stares.

      The cool morning air kissed her cheeks, her droopy left eye watering. She sighed, swiping at it, her fingers grazing the uneven texture of her skin. The trauma surgeons had done their best. What remained was the legacy only plastic surgery could erase.

      She’d already sat through three consultations, each one cautiously sympathetic but quietly doubtful. Now, all her hopes rested on one surgeon, renowned for reconstructive work, with a reputation and a price tag to match.

      But the bonus check she’d score on this deal?

      That could change everything.

      She exhaled and kept walking. No use thinking about it now. First, focus on the deal.

      Her fingers tightened around the coffee cup. Turning onto a busier thoroughfare, the morning rush thickened. The sidewalks swelled with people in smart coats and polished shoes, briefcases swinging, phones pressed to ears.

      She moved through it all as a ghost, the city pulsing around her, fast and alive. Finally, the towering glass buildings of the financial district loomed ahead, catching the pale morning sun, reflecting the clouds and endless sky.

      Taking a steadying breath, she ascended the steps to Darkwater Capital, her stride determined, the rhythm measured. At the entrance, she tossed her cup into the bin, her half-drunk coffee sloshing against the discarded wrappers and paper cups. She pushed away the image of wasted indulgence and stepped beneath the black steel letters of the firm’s sign, crossing into the cool hush of the lobby.

      The floor-to-ceiling grey marble gleamed under recessed lighting, showcasing polished stone and money. Two workmen crossed the lobby toward a step ladder, an impressive abstract painting held between them. Ava hesitated, recalling the morning news in the coffee shop and the panel of experts debating whether AI could fake a soul. She studied the brushstrokes and wondered: was this human-made, or just another imitation?

      She scanned her ID badge. The half-height glass gate swung inward, welcoming her into a world where affluence shielded flaws and where power eclipsed imperfection.  She lifted a hand in a vague greeting to the uniformed security guards, their tailored navy jackets and earpieces blending into the corporate sterility.

      As she neared the elevator, she slowed her pace, letting the brass doors slide closed on three well-dressed men in sharp navy suits. She caught the flicker of a glance, one of them noticing her, then deliberately looking away.

      She turned, scanning her keycard at the stairwell instead. Three flights later, she stepped into the investment floor, a little breathless from the climb. High ceilings, slate grey walls, and gold brass trimmings gave the space the quiet opulence of unchecked confidence.

      At the reception desk, Delilah sat half-hidden behind a vase of fresh lilies, their scent cloying. As Ava approached, the young woman snatched up her phone, feigning a call to avoid eye contact. It was the same ritualistic dance every morning—Ava arriving in silence, Delilah pretending not to see her—as if looking too long might make her disfigurement contagious.

      “Morning, Delilah,” Ava said pointedly.

      Delilah glanced up briefly. “Sorry,” she said coolly. “I thought you preferred it when people didn’t acknowledge you.”

      Ava’s office was compact but sleek: a space that marked her above the entry-level associates but still below the senior partners. To her left, an ebony desk held dual monitors, already blinking to life with market data. The frosted strip of glass on her windowed wall gave the illusion of privacy but let anyone passing by see the silhouette of her. On the opposite side of the desk, a neatly stacked pile of investment reports and growth projections waited for review.

      She unzipped her coat and hung it on the sleek chrome stand in the corner, revealing a tailored grey suit buttoned neatly. She ran her fingers through her hair, tousling it forward so that it shrouded her face just enough.

      She turned to the window, letting her gaze drift beyond the steel and glass towers. From here, the city unfurled to the bay, the iconic rust-red bridge stretching across the water, its span gleaming in the morning light.

      Rolling her shoulders, she lowered herself into her mesh-backed office chair. She allowed a bud of pride to bloom in her chest. Just showing up for that day had taken all the courage she had. Her mind drifted back to her interview with Everett Sterling twelve months ago.

      Sterling was a titan of the industry—a name that commanded boardrooms and dictated the pulse of investments. Tall and lean, with the kind of silvered elegance that made people listen. Not because he demanded it, but because he never wasted words.

      When Ava had stepped into his corner office, he hadn’t turned away. He’d studied her. No flicker of surprise, no hesitation, just quiet calculation before shaking her hand and gesturing for her to sit. She met them head-on, confident in the strength of her replies.

      Everett Sterling wasn’t warm. He wasn’t kind. But he’d looked past the damage and seen something useful. And like everything in venture capital, he’d taken a chance—Ava was his calculated gamble.

      Now she didn’t want to be the risk that didn’t pay off.

      The Solace project file blinked open on her screen.

      Her hand tightened around her pen as she re-read the first few lines of the presentation she’d been working on for weeks.

      
        
        Solace Tech: Next-gen conversational AI—trained on real human dynamics—designed to mirror empathy, anticipate needs, and adapt to emotional cues in real time. Originally developed to support memory care, the software is now being repurposed for home use: not merely responding to what users say but simulating how someone who truly knows them might respond.

      

      

      She scrolled through the report. The projections were solid. The risk analysis low.

      Everything was clean.

      Too clean?

      A flicker of unease tightened in her gut. What had she missed?

      She opened her desk drawer and removed a tube of hand cream, the scent of white tea and bergamot soothing as she methodically massaged the cream into each finger.

      If she landed the deal, the bonus wouldn’t cover the full cost of the surgery. But it would get her closer. Close enough to start hoping.

      Her health insurance had rejected the claim, calling it non-essential. Cosmetic. But the bonus would give her a chance. A chance to erase what had happened.

      The crash. The headlines. The shame.

      A chance to undo the damage and start over. To stop people from turning away.

      To belong again. Maybe even be loved again.

      She’d had that once.

      A boyfriend who used to trace her cheek with his thumb, as if she were sacred.

      Before the crash.

      Before the hospital.

      Before he said he couldn’t “do this” anymore.

      She hadn’t blamed him. Not out loud, anyway.

      But it had crushed something in her that she feared would never heal.

      Her hands clenched into fists in her lap. If she made the case for investing in Solace Tech and it tanked, she wouldn’t just lose the deal—she’d lose the only person in the industry who had ever seen past the damage.

      Sterling had taken a risk on her when everyone else saw only the scars. She had to deliver. If she staked everything on Solace’s AI and it backfired, she’d have to walk. She couldn’t bear Sterling’s disappointment. No doubt quiet and restrained, just like her mother’s had been.

      It would mean someone had been wrong about her.

      And she couldn’t survive that.

      Not again.

      No one else would hire her. Not with this face. Not in this industry. Besides, she couldn’t sit through another interview and watch another panel pretend to shuffle their papers as they avoided her eyes.

      She wasn’t just endorsing the software.

      She was endorsing herself. Her redemption.

      Her shot at becoming someone worth looking at again.

      If she didn’t grab this opportunity, someone else would take Solace Tech’s AI Companion to market, and her chance would vanish.

      This was the deal that could change her life. If she let it slip through her fingers, it could be years before she got another shot, years before she could afford to look in the mirror without flinching.

      The cream absorbed into her skin, leaving it soft. She inhaled slowly, letting the small indulgence soothe and refocus her.

      Leaning forward, her short, unpainted nails clicked against the keyboard as she reminded herself: This wasn’t a gamble. It was a calculated risk.

      Just like Sterling had taken on her.

      Her cursor hovered, just for a moment.

      Then, with a final flourish, she appended her digital signature and sealed her future.

      She pushed back from her desk and crossed to the window. The wind had picked up, dragging heavy storm clouds over the bay. Across the street, the mirrored façade of another high-rise reflected the dark and shifting sky.

      She reached for her silver bracelet, running the tiny hollow heart pendant between her fingers and pressing it into the heel of her hand. When she let go, the shape had imprinted there, a fleeting mark, already fading.

      It wasn’t power or success she wanted. It was to be loved again. To be wanted for who she still was, even after everything she’d survived.

      This proposal was her shot. Her only chance to rewrite the story the world had already told about her—a story written on her face, in words she never chose.

      But something was wrong.

      She could feel it, low in her gut. Quiet but insistent.

      A murmur of doubt beneath the clamor of resolve.

      Her desk phone shrilled, splitting the quiet with alarm. She snatched it up.

      "Ava, Sterling here. You signed off on Solace Tech. Good job. You’ll present to the board tomorrow. Big moment. Make it count.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Thursday Evening

          

        

      

    

    
      The Solace office had fallen quiet. The clatter of keyboards and clipped conversations had thinned hours ago, replaced by only the low hum of machines left running overnight.

      Aidan shrugged into his black bomber jacket, the soft leather creaking as he pulled the zipper halfway up. He tapped his pocket to check for his phone—an unconscious habit.

      He glanced at the neon slogan that buzzed over the empty floor:

      
        
        THE FUTURE DOESN’T WAIT

      

      

      He resisted the urge to unplug it.

      Max had said it yesterday: “We’re building the future, man.”

      But Aidan knew better.

      They weren’t building it—they were racing it.

      And losing.

      The push for venture capital funding wasn’t about scale. It was about speed. About beating China to the market, even if the product wasn’t ready.

      The team called it a “soft launch.”

      Aidan called it smoke and mirrors.

      Past the last row of standing desks, the glass walls of the boardroom gleamed in the dim light. Someone had scrawled a mess of numbers across them. Overhyped projections running graffiti-style up the glass.

      “Phase 2 Rollout → Beat China to Market → AI Companion Launch → Domestic saturation.” Arrows circled back to Phase 2, looping endlessly in a feedback spiral no one could escape.

      Across the glass, above the looping arrows and half-erased equations, the mission statement was etched in black lettering.

      
        
        WE’RE NOT JUST CODING—WE’RE CHANGING THE WORLD

      

      

      Every time Aidan looked at it, he wanted to rewrite it:

      
        
        WE’RE NOT JUST LYING—WE’RE PRAYING THEY BUY IT

      

      

      The mission was everywhere. On the walls. In their Slack channels. In the hollowed-out eyes of the interns. If the AI Companion failed, it wasn’t because they’d rushed it—it was because someone didn’t believe hard enough.

      Raj was the golden boy. Max was the wildcard. But it was Aidan who cared. He was the one trying to make sure the house of cards didn’t fall.

      Sighing, he ran his hand through his hair. He hadn’t meant to end up here; this wasn’t the life he’d planned. He had already lived through one race against time… and lost.

      The deal with Solace Tech felt less like a contract and more like a pact with the devil.

      He’d built the companion software for his mother. Not for profit. Not for scale. Just for her. Because she was slipping away, and he couldn’t stop it.

      She’d raised him alone, a widow and quiet genius with a gift for patterns. By day, she worked as a data analyst, spotting trends in floods of numbers that made other people’s eyes glaze over. At night, she taught him to look for meaning in chaos. They’d huddle over puzzle books at the kitchen table; logic grids, ciphers, cryptic crosswords. She’d laugh when he got frustrated, and beam when he cracked a code. Once, he won an iPod in a competition, and they danced around the kitchen together, sharing the earbuds—a thin tether that mirrored the invisible connection between them.

      He adored her. She made the world feel safe and solvable, like everything could be understood if you just looked hard enough. It was her idea for him to go into coding, pride radiating from her when he tossed his cap in the air at graduation.

      She was the one who urged him to make time for a real relationship, chiding him gently when work absorbed him and his girlfriend felt like an afterthought.

      His mother made meatloaf every Sunday and treated them like a royal couple. After lunch, she’d pull out the Sunday paper so they could tackle the latest cryptic puzzle together, just the two of them.

      But then two years ago, everything started to change, and it changed fast. First, the meatloaf burned. No biggie. Nothing major. But the Sunday paper was gone, nowhere to be found. They’d all laughed about it at the time.

      By the time he realized something was wrong—really wrong—he was already running to catch up. He quit his job to care for her during the day, coding through the night. This time, he really was neglecting his girlfriend, because the most important person in his life was slipping away.

      It was like watching a software program glitch. Loops repeating. Logic skipping. Whole lines of her disappearing day by day.

      The early versions of the AI Companion were crude, barely able to track his mother’s routines or recall the name of her cat. But he kept refining it, line by line, until it could mirror back her opinions, remind her to eat, and play her favorite song when she cried.

      It wasn’t just code. It was love translated into logic. A lifeline.

      But he took too long, and the lifeline snapped before she could hold on to who she was.

      Within months, she often didn’t recognize him. But her warmth lingered in soft smiles and outstretched hands.

      It was he who began to falter, then retreat, undone by the slow torment of watching her disappear.

      He replaced his care with strangers, dressing her, feeding her, brushing her hair.

      It drained more than just his finances.

      It hollowed something out in him.

      With the care home bills mounting and no other way out, he sold the license to Solace Tech—along with his soul. Now, a new race against time had begun. And he wasn’t sure he still had the stomach for it.

      What had started as an AI companion was being twisted into a product pitched to rival Alexa. Marketed not for memory care, but for the masses. They wanted to install it in homes and turn it into a conversational mirror. A digital companion and personal assistant for humans.

      Aidan had tried to protest, but he was already in too deep, and his contract was iron-clad. The IP was theirs now, and Solace Tech was operating on hope and high risk. His job was to iron out the glitches before launch—and to teach the machine to imitate empathy.

      He hadn’t wanted to play God. He’d just wanted to hold on to his mother a little longer.

      He exhaled and let his gaze move beyond the glass table. Beyond the rooftops, the Pacific curved into the distance. The sun bled out over the bay, deep crimson streaks smearing the sky.

      He rubbed his face with his palm.

      Another late night. Another empty office. He’d stopped counting.

      He snatched up his bag and turned to leave, his boots echoing across the polished concrete. He glanced at the basketball hoop in the corner, sagging above a deflated ball. Nobody played anymore.

      The elevator doors sighed open as he approached. He stepped in and stabbed the button for the ground floor. As the doors slid shut, he caught his reflection in the steel. Flawless.

      Just like the software.

      At least on the surface.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The tram hissed to a stop. Aidan stood, shifting his laptop bag higher on his shoulder. He threaded his way toward the doors. “Excuse me,” he murmured once, not meeting anyone’s eyes.

      No one looked at him twice.

      He stepped onto the platform and adjusted his grip on the laptop bag, the leather worn where his hand always settled out of habit.

      The sidewalks were filling up with couples heading to dinner, their hands brushing, their laughter quick and private. Garlic and wood smoke hung low in the cold air—the smell of other people’s plans.

      He took the steps two at a time, not because he was in a hurry, just because he always did. The glass entrance to his building slid open with a gentle whoosh.

      The concierge at the desk gave him a polite nod. He didn’t know the man’s name. He wasn’t sure they’d ever spoken.

      The elevator doors opened immediately. Stepping inside, he stabbed the button for the thirty-second floor.

      He paused just inside the apartment Solace Tech leased for him, letting the automated lights warm up the space. Floor-to-ceiling glass framed the view of the bay, the water flat and dark beneath the fading day. The bridge lights glowed faintly in the distance—a string of gold stretched thin across all that grey.

      The lights shimmered as tears pricked his eyes. He feared he’d burned every bridge behind him, and somewhere along the way, he’d lost the ability to truly connect. He told himself it was safer not to love anyone, but deep down, he already knew the truth: if he didn’t learn to open up, he was staring down the rest of his life alone.

      He shook his head and kicked his boots off by the door.

      The apartment was pristine. Dark hardwood floors stretched from wall to wall, polished to a sheen that caught the muted glow of the lamp beside the couch, but held none of its warmth. Neutral furniture with clean lines sat parallel to the only rug. The kind of place a person might envy—if they didn’t hear how quiet it got when the front door clicked shut.

      He dropped his bag on the island counter and crossed to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he took stock. A row of beers, a couple of protein shakes, and a carton of egg whites. On the top shelf sat half a container of Thai takeout. He tossed it in the microwave, the hum of the machine filling the space, too loud against all the quiet.

      While it heated, he walked to the window where he rested his forehead against the cold glass. The city sprawled beneath him, full of people doing whatever it was they did when they weren’t coding until midnight. Drinking, laughing, and falling in love.

      The microwave beeped.

      He ate standing at the counter, shoveling the food in, washing it down with sips of beer straight from the bottle. He tossed the carton in the trash and finished the beer, scrolling through his messages on his phone.

      Afterwards, he grabbed his bag from the granite island and moved to the couch. He dropped onto the dark leather cushions, stretched out, and placed his feet on the glass coffee table.

      The remote lay exactly where he’d left it. Snatching it up, he thumbed it on, filling the space with a jazz playlist. It was supposed to make the place feel less empty.

      It didn’t.

      Exhaling, he leaned his head back against the cushion for a moment. Winding down.

      Then he booted up his laptop without thought, his fingers mindlessly inputting his password before the screen flickered to life.

      The AI code marched across the screen, and he frowned. He tried to lose himself in the work, tweaking subroutines and chasing bugs. But inside, an ache pulsed in time with his keystrokes. An emptiness that he couldn’t fill with code.

      He opened a new browser tab.

      Paused.

      Typed: Tinder.

      He told himself it didn’t matter. It was just a game. But he still hesitated before tapping 'Create'.

      Sighing, he pulled up a folder of his old photos, the ones he hadn’t looked at in months. “Less is more,” he muttered to himself, scrolling through the curated version of himself.

      There.

      A shot from the docks—grey t-shirt, smile dialed to just the right wattage, sunglasses hooked in his collar. The light caught the angle of his cheekbones, throwing soft shadows that sculpted his face in all the right places. He dragged it into Photoshop and swapped out the background for the interior of a private jet.

      Next, a black-and-white close-up. Jawline shadowed with intentional stubble, his eyes not quite meeting the camera. He studied the photograph for a moment. It was raw. Real. He added it to the profile.

      He wasn’t about to invent a pet. He wasn’t a liar.

      
        
        
        Profile

        Name: Aidan Wolfe.

      

      

      

      He paused.

      Erased Wolfe, letter by letter.

      Replaced it with: Walker.

      He told himself it was so Max wouldn’t find his profile. But really, it was distance. Rejection stung less if it wasn’t the real him.

      
        
        
        Occupation: Software Developer

      

      

      

      “Tech-nerd”, he muttered, Raj’s warning ringing in his ears.

      He deleted it and tried again.

      
        
        
        Occupation: Private Pilot.

        Interests: Travel. New experiences. Staying curious.

        Bio: “Pilot. Not ready to land. Just looking for someone to get lost in the clouds with.”

      

      

      

      He frowned. It sounded casual. But that was the point, wasn’t it? Just someone to be with for a while, to feel a little less alone. No strings. Better to be clear about that now.

      He stared at the finished profile. It looked like him. It just didn’t feel like him. But then, he wasn’t sure who that was anymore.

      The cursor blinked. Waiting for something he couldn’t give.

      The jazz playlist ended.

      His thumb hovered over the upload button as he swallowed down the self-loathing staring back at him from the cockpit photo.

      He glanced at the Sunday paper lying unopened on the glass coffee table. Another ritual abandoned. Another piece of her—lost. His mother would’ve hated this. The camouflage. The lie. But if he didn’t do something now, didn’t force himself out of this emotional holding pattern, he might never find a way back to anyone.

      The thought of fading into a solitary, hollowed-out version of himself, just like she had, frightened him more than her disappointment ever could.

      He clicked Upload before he could talk himself out of it.

      Silence settled in the apartment as he logged off. The screen went dark, and for a second, his reflection stared back at him.

      He barely recognized the man looking back. The laugh lines were still there, but the humor had drained away. He used to make others laugh. Now he couldn’t remember the last time he’d truly smiled.

      He leaned back in the chair, listening to the quiet, and wondered—if someone reached out, would he even know how to let them in?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Friday Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava splashed water on her face in the Darkwater restroom, careful to keep her gaze locked on the sink, avoiding the mirror.

      She took three deep breaths.

      Her father had always told her, “Take three deep breaths before you execute your move.” She had applied the advice to everything—cheerleading, stepping onto the stage at pageants, even her first kiss. It had become a ritual, a moment to gather herself. To steel herself.

      But this wasn’t a routine performance.

      She pulled a tissue from the sleek silver box by the faucet, dabbing the damp edges of her jaw. The scent of gardenias in a ceramic vase, thick and cloying, swirled around her, turning her stomach.

      She could do this.

      It wasn’t giving the presentation that intimidated her. Not proving to Everett Sterling that his instinct to hire her had been right. Not even the investors watching from screens around the world.

      It was their faces.

      Perfect. Symmetrical.

      She could already picture them in the boardroom, their expressions cool as glass, their eyes skimming past her—as if she wasn’t worth a second glance.

      Her fingers curled around the tissue, crushing it in her palm before she tossed it into the trash.

      This deal mattered. She had to convince them and land that bonus. It was her shot at moving forward. At building something out of the version of herself that remained. At reclaiming her place in the world.

      To erase her past.

      To step into a future of her own making.

      She’d done a terrible thing.

      But she’d paid a terrible price.

      Now it was time to move on.

      She squared her shoulders, turned and walked out of the restroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She stepped into the boardroom, posture straight, strides even. The floor-to-ceiling windows framed the San Francisco sky. Fog rolled in from the sea, embracing the bridge with its tendrils. A long table stretched down the middle of the room, its glass surface reflecting the recessed lighting above.

      A giant screen on the far wall flickered with the faces of investors. Firms from around the globe, whose money, stacked with Darkwater’s, would give Solace Tech the capital it needed to launch the AI Companion into the domestic market. A holographic ticker of market data marched across the bottom of it, ticking away the seconds, an indifferent pulse she couldn’t ignore.

      The room murmured with low conversation, punctuated by the occasional tap of fingers against touchscreens. At the head of the table sat Everett Sterling, Darkwater’s chief architect of power. His presence quiet, but absolute. He didn’t command attention; he simply owned it. His silver hair, thick and precisely groomed, swept back from a high forehead, accentuating his narrow nose and chiseled jaw.

      Two investors in expensive, tailored suits sat on one side of the table. Their cufflinks glinted at the hems of their sleeves, whilst their polished Rolexes reflected their impassive faces. The scent of expensive cologne hung in the air, asserting power without the need for words. The two men, clean-shaven and tanned, leaned in and conferred in hushed tones. The woman to their left, Clarissa Crane, poured water from a carafe and placed her glass dead center on a slate coaster.

      At the far end of the room, three remote investors loomed on the massive screen—Bridget Norman from the UK, Henk-Jan from the Netherlands, and Matilda James from Australia. Their images were sharp; their expressions, unreadable. They waited with the quiet detachment of people used to making high-stakes decisions.

      “Shall we begin?” Sterling’s charcoal suit fit as though cut by a surgeon’s scalpel. Power settled around him like a magician’s cloak, concealing the sleight of hand beneath. His thin mouth curved slightly—not in amusement, but with the certainty of someone who never second-guessed a decision. Everett Sterling was a man who could shape fortunes with a single signature, and he knew it.

      Ava placed her iPad on the table and forced herself to meet every pair of eyes watching her.

      One gaze lingered: Clarissa Crane’s. In her early thirties, dark, glossy hair spilled across her shoulders. She wore a tight-fitting crepe dress that hugged her yoga-toned figure, the exact same shade as her blood-red nails.

      Crane wasn’t much older than Ava, but everything about her posture said she’d clawed her way to this table.

      Ava read it in her eyes: I had to fight for this. You were handed it.

      Crane leaned back in her chair, and her nails tapped a slow rhythm against the glass tabletop. "I’m sure you’ve done your homework."

      Ava ignored the bait. She swiped her tablet to wake the screen, fingers pausing a half-second too long. Not enough to be obvious, but enough for Crane’s mouth to twitch, just barely, as though she’d caught the scent of weakness.

      Ava hit display. The main screen behind her flickered to life.

      Solace Tech.

      Projections cascaded beneath the company name—market data, user engagement graphs, and revenue models. Clean enough to quell any doubts. Polished enough to impress. Convincing enough to sell the dream.

      “When Sterling asked me to review Solace Tech’s proposal, I had my doubts,” Ava began, her voice even. “The AI market is crowded right now. Why throw money at a company that appears behind the curve?”

      Clarissa nodded, eyes narrowing.

      “It’s not the numbers. Solace Tech is pre-revenue, but ready to launch.” She paused for effect. “And if we don’t back it, someone else will. When this product hits the market, it won’t just make waves,” she said, holding Henk-Jan’s gaze on the big screen. “It will redefine AI in the home. None of us wants to be standing on the platform when this train leaves the station.”

      There was a murmur of interest. She let it linger, breathing through the pressure tight across her sternum.

      “Solace Tech is poised to lead a new frontier in domestic AI. A true, emotionally intelligent companion for the home. Software that can extend the hand of friendship.”

      She tapped the iPad, and the graph behind her updated with a clean animation.

      “The AI Companion wasn’t originally built for scale. It was created to help one woman hold onto her memories. A cognitive companion for dementia care. An interface that learned her, adapted to her needs, and offered continuity when memory couldn’t.”

      “What makes this AI Companion different,” she continued, levelling her gaze at Sterling, then letting it drift to the other partners, “isn’t how fast it processes data. It’s how well it listens.”

      Matilda James nodded. A subtle movement that spurred her on.

      “The prototype software is now being adapted for the home. Imagine an assistant that doesn’t just follow commands but understands context. AI that learns your routines, notices hesitation, tone, and even silence. One that remembers your preferences, your milestones, your dreams—not as data points, but as a way of knowing who you truly are.”

      Another tap. The display shifted to a side-by-side transcript comparison. 

      “Traditional AI parses facts and spits out probabilities. This software engages in dialogue. It personalizes the experience and treats users as individuals—simulating the presence of a friend.”

      A skeptical huff came from Bridget Norman. Ava clocked it but didn’t slow. “When was the last time you used AI? Really used it. For something beyond task prioritization or calendar organizing?”

      She let that settle, her eyes scanning the room. “Solace Tech offers more. Imagine an AI partner who not just pays attention but listens. This isn’t an app to build a better grocery list. It’s a companion who remembers what matters to you. Who helps you imagine and build a better future together.”

      Silence settled over the room. Not hostile, but heavy with consideration.

      “This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s about making it scalable.” Ava allowed herself a breath. “About potentially ending loneliness.”

      A few heads nodded. Sterling sat, fingers steepled, silent. But she could tell she had them. She allowed herself a breath. “Invest in Solace Tech, and help redefine how humans relate to computers.”

      “You’re promising insight into human nature,” came a voice from the screen—Matilda James. “Not just software that can process text entries, but one that can read between the lines and infer emotions?”

      Ava nodded. Her fingers slid across the iPad’s surface, as though smoothing the knot in her stomach. “I’m promising clarity in a world where people rarely say what they mean.”

      Clarissa Crane leaned forward slightly. “Impressive presentation. I imagine most of that was pre-written by the software engineers… but you delivered it well.”

      Ava said nothing. But her fingers curled into fists, pressing half-moons into her palms. Clarissa was baiting her. Not a direct attack. Nothing she could call out. Just a small, precise incision meant to draw blood. And Ava got the message loud and clear. You shouldn’t be here.

      “This technology has the potential to change the world of relationships,” Ava said, holding Clarissa’s gaze. “And in a world where everyone’s rushing to be first to market with faster, cheaper, louder—Solace Tech is offering something quieter, smarter… and far more powerful.”

      Sterling exhaled through his nose. His voice, when it came, was low and deliberate. The kind of authority that made people straighten without realizing it. “Move on.”

      Crane said nothing. But the corner of her mouth curled with a predator’s satisfaction.

      “We’ve also had strong interest from public sector backers. The Institute for Neural and Functional Emotional Regulation—INFER—has indicated it will allocate part of its innovation budget, provided we match their funding. That’s key. INFER doesn’t gamble. They fund technologies with long-term implications for the national mental health strategy. Their involvement signals faith in our assessment, and in Solace’s ability to save billions in future mental health care costs.”

      She looked around the room, letting the pause hang just long enough.

      “If you follow my recommendation and join INFER in backing Solace Tech, you won’t just be investing in AI. You’ll be investing in a future where emotional care is accessible, responsive, and finally scalable.”

      On-screen, another investor leaned forward. Henk-Jan, dialing in from the Netherlands. “You mentioned adaptability,” he said, fingers steepled. “But how much does it actually learn about the people using it?”

      He paused, then continued.

      “If the model adapts to individuals… it must be storing personal data. Emotional patterns. Doubts. Desires.” He glanced down at the printout in front of him. “I’ve seen references to internal simulations. Scenarios where the AI Companion could infer what someone wanted before they articulated it themselves.”

      Another pause. This one more intentional.

      “That kind of intimacy,” he added, “can make people uneasy. Especially if they don’t know what information is being stored and who has access to it.”

      Ava’s jaw tightened, but her voice stayed calm. “The system learns through anonymized patterns. The engineers have installed privacy protocols and guardrails to protect users’ data.”

      She tapped her iPad, and compliance metrics appeared on the big screen. “Everything functions within defined ethical parameters,” she said.

      Crane took a sip of water. “If there’s nothing outside the guardrails,” she said lightly, “then there’s no risk. Right?”

      It was a rhetorical question. Dismissive.

      But Ava saw her opportunity. She turned back to Henk-Jan and lifted her chin. “Exactly.”

      Henk-Jan didn’t blink.

      But Crane did. She didn’t challenge Ava outright. Just a flick of her gaze, a slight tilt of her head, savoring Ava under pressure.  “Impressive.” Clarissa’s voice was silky, almost indulgent. “Naturally, you’ve personally tested this—extensively?”

      The words hung in the stillness of the room.

      “You’ve interacted with the system yourself,” she pressed, “and you’re confident it delivers everything you’re promising here?”

      Ava thought of the transcripts Solace Tech had provided—the carefully curated conversations she’d pored over, line by line. She had interacted with the system herself, but only during that first demo with Julian. Then, in her rush to justify Everett Sterling’s faith in her and to score her bonus, she’d trusted the transcripts instead.

      She thought of Sterling now, seated at the head of the table, watching without giving anything away—the only person in this room who had ever looked at her without flinching.

      "I have." She swallowed the lie, nestling it in her stomach. "The interface is seamless. The conversational AI is adaptive. The responses are not only accurate, but it learns how to be nuanced."

      “Hmm.” Clarissa’s blood-red nail traced the rim of her water glass. “Quite some conviction.”

      “Darkwater doesn’t just identify opportunity… we shape the future. We’re backing Solace Tech because we know where they’re headed.”

      Now for the close. The moment when she didn’t just sell Solace Tech, but she sold the deal that could change her life. “Today, you have a choice: join us, or watch from the sidelines as Solace Tech and their AI Companion change everything.”

      Sterling let the silence settle. Then, finally, he nodded. “Darkwater’s in. I trust the rest of you see the same opportunity.”

      The words landed like a gavel striking wood.

      Ava kept her posture poised as adrenaline thrummed through her veins.

      She hadn’t tested the AI Companion properly. Not without supervision. Not the way she should have.

      But she’d stood in front of five investment firms and told them it was ready.

      Now Darkwater was in. And if they followed, so would INFER—one of the most powerful public agencies in the country. Nearly $98 million in combined investment rested on her conviction.

      She hadn’t lied, exactly. But she’d let them believe what she needed them to.

      And now that belief had become momentum.

      Now it wasn’t just her bonus on the line.

      It was her reputation. Her career.

      And her future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Friday Afternoon

          

        

      

    

    
      Aidan sat at his desk, pretending to read the line of code on his screen, his eyes moving but his brain blank. He’d already skimmed it three times, but it still wasn’t going in.

      Don’t look at the clock.

      Don’t look at the clock.

      He looked at the clock.

      4:46 p.m.

      The tension had crept in around mid-morning. A stealthy quiet that settled around everyone like the morning fog over the bridge. Conversations had become thin and clipped. Every so often, someone cleared their throat or tapped their fingers on a desk, as if the noise might fill the silence or make the call come sooner.

      Any minute now. That’s what they’d been told.

      He wasn’t holding his breath.

      Shifting back in his Herman Miller chair, he stretched his legs out beneath the desk and picked up his phone, swiping open the dating app. No new messages. He stared at the screen for a second longer than he needed to, thumb hovering, hoping something would appear if he just waited long enough.

      It didn’t.

      With a sigh, he locked the screen and set the phone face down on the desk. Behind him, Max laughed too loudly and stopped just as fast. It left a hollow quiet in its wake, and for a second, Aidan felt like he was the only one breathing.

      Fuck this.

      He stood, pushing his chair back, the castors bumping against the wainscot, as he walked out.

      In the
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