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      The timer on Heather’s computer popped up, blocking her view of the accounting files she was working on. Though she felt a momentary flare of irritation, Heather still dutifully stood up and started her short routine of stretches.

      Every twenty minutes, she took a thirty second break and stretched. It was what her friend Chelsea had told her to do, after watching Heather work non-stop for six hours on more than one occasion.

      Chelsea had devised the stretches, a different set for the two short breaks Heather took every hour. Heather did her own set of stretches at the end of the hour, during the five minutes she took for a break then. Those stretches depended on how Heather was feeling, what time of day it was, whether it was time for lunch or the end of the day.

      Heather put her hands on the back of her chair and leaned forward, stretching her back.

      Chelsea always asked whether or not it felt good to do the stretches. Heather could only shrug. Maybe the stretches felt good. But staying focused on work also felt good. They were both part of her routine, and routine felt good too.

      Doing the stretches was one of the reasons why Heather never bothered to change out of the grey sweat pants and roomy black T-shirt she’d slept in. She never went anywhere. No one could see her. She generally didn’t shower or change clothes until late afternoon or evening, when she went out to meet with clients, go to Aikido, go get groceries, and so on.

      Heather straightened up, then put her hands on her waist and twisted from one side to the other. She was in her office in her underground bunker, where she always worked. There were no distractions down here. It was blissfully quiet, just the hum of the computer fan. The kitchen in her bunker was more noisy, with the fridge and the sound of the fans circulating air. She turned off the fans in her office every morning when went in there to work, and would turn them back on when she finished for the day.

      Nothing adorned the plain pine walls. No artwork, no photographs, no windows. She kept the books she regularly needed on a small shelf behind her, where she couldn’t see them or be distracted by their various colors or heights.

      The monitor on her desk was all the view Heather needed. It was four feet across, supposedly a gaming monitor. She used its width for comparing several documents at the same time. It had been worth the expense, worth the awfulness of allowing someone else in her space even for the short time it had taken to get it delivered and installed.

      The idiot delivery guy had remarked again and again about how cool it was that she lived in an actual underground bunker, that there was practically no evidence that anyone lived on the six acres of land that she owned south of Seattle.

      Heather hadn’t built the place. It was the product of a twisted mind, at least as far as she was concerned. Who else would build a survival bunker in which to hide away in, convinced that the world would end soon? His family hadn’t wanted anything to do with the property and had sold it to her for a song, particularly given property values in Seattle and its surroundings.

      Her neighbors had quickly come to understand that she didn’t share the views of the former owner of the bunker. She wasn’t a right-wing survivalist nut. She was a different kind of nut all together, and the bunker was a haven for her.

      Heather briskly marched in place for the count of twenty. She wouldn’t take a proper walk for another fifteen minutes. But she raised her heartrate slightly before she sat back down and returned to her work.

      While Heather was good about her routine, even she messed up sometimes. Nothing was perfect, not even her.

      However, the accounting books and paperwork she was examining for Quintakon, Incorporated, were perfect.

      Heather worked as a forensic accountant. She spent most of her time crawling through bank statements and spreadsheets. It was exacting, meticulous work. She couldn’t say if she loved it or not. She was good at it, though. Exceptionally good.

      And no one’s books were ever perfect.

      Something was wrong with these accounts.

      Heather didn’t work off instinct. She was aware that she couldn’t trust her neurodivergent brain to produce a normal reaction to anything. But the fact that she couldn’t find a single mistake in the books led her to believe that they weren’t real.

      She spent the next fifteen minutes meticulously rechecking her work, despite the fact that she’d already checked it. Twice.

      When the icon at the bottom of her screen showed an incoming call from Chelsea, Heather found herself breathing a sigh of relief, particularly since it was just about time for her next break anyway.

      Chelsea was the only one who timed her calls with Heather’s breaks. Though Heather had tried to explain that to her parents, they’d never grasped the concept that Heather was much more willing to talk with them during the allotted time for a break, as opposed to calling at random hours during the day.

      Heather put on her headset and said, “The books are too clean.”

      Chelsea was also the only person who understood that while Heather could make small talk, she didn’t like it.

      “I know, right?” Chelsea said. “I’ve gone through all their accounts. There isn’t a single mis-categorization or digit out of place.”

      Heather was surprised at the amount of relief she felt when she realized that she didn’t have to fight with Chelsea, didn’t have to explain herself and defend her numbers. At least, not this time. There had been other times when Chelsea hadn’t been willing to take Heather’s word, but that had been a while ago, before they’d started working together regularly.

      It was why Heather preferred working for Chelsea, though her friend couldn’t afford to just keep Heather on a retainer, and she had to take work from other clients as well.

      “But there isn’t anything we can testify in court about,” Heather said. She got up out of her chair and started pacing. When it got bad, she counted her steps—four up, four back. But it wasn’t that bad today.

      Not yet.

      “Yeah, I know. Judge would laugh us out of court for claiming that there was something wrong because the books didn’t have any mistakes,” Chelsea said with a sigh.

      “Now what?” Heather said. There really wasn’t much more she could do. She would type up her report, but she wouldn’t mention anything about the books being too clean.

      Chelsea owned a small valuation and discovery firm, whose clients included many of the big investment banks in the area. Her company did all the due diligence, advising the other firms about their intended acquisitions.

      Heather worked for Chelsea part time, and had helped build the sterling reputation of her friend’s company by warning them off bad deals.

      “I have a proposal for you,” Chelsea said slowly. “Let’s do dinner tonight.”

      “All right,” Heather said. Chelsea’s proposals were generally pretty good, and brought Heather more work. On the other hand, she hated the suspense of waiting. Why couldn’t Chelsea just tell her?

      But she knew why. No matter what Chelsea suggested, Heather’s first reaction was going to be, “No.” That was just her way. Chelsea wouldn’t listen to Heather’s first no, which was good, because Heather didn’t necessarily mean it.

      They arranged to meet at a local diner in Issaquah that was fairly quiet, even if they both agreed that the food was rather pedestrian.

      After they’d said goodbye, Heather continued pacing. There had to be something wrong with Quintakon’s books.

      She also knew that if she couldn’t find it, no one could.

      She shut down her computer, locking everything up, then turned on the fan as she left the room. Time for a shower. She scratched at her very short brunette hair. She kept it trimmed along the sides and only grew the top long. Chelsea had said that she preferred Heather with longer hair, but it got in the way, and Heather wasn’t interested in buying then losing barrettes and hair clips to hold it back. She could shave the sides herself, and only had to go into the local barber shop to trim the top once every four months.

      She glanced at herself in the full length mirror hanging from the back of the bathroom door while waiting for the shower water to warm up. She knew that looked good and kept herself in good shape. She would be thirty in nine months’ time. Muscles stood out when she flexed her shoulders and arms. Her gray eyes looked large in her face, probably due to her apprehension about what Chelsea would say. Her breasts were medium sized, and she could get away with not wearing a bra when she wore looser clothing. Not when she went out running or to class. She had hips, a waist, and a chest. Not a classic hour glass figure, but that didn’t matter. She still liked what she saw.

      Which was something else that her parents never grasped. Sure, she may be atypical in terms of her brain. She would always remember her mother’s reaction to the doctor’s diagnosis of “autistic”—stating that Heather was on the spectrum. Her mom had been convinced that Heather would never be able to live on her own.

      Heather had proven her parents wrong, time and again. She not only lived on her own, she supported herself very well. She had a few friends, Aikido classes she regularly went to, and did good work.

      She wasn’t perfect. She still made mistakes. But no one was perfect.

      Not even Chelsea.

      With a sigh, Heather turned away from the mirror and stepped under the hot water, washing the day away so she’d be ready for what came next.

      For the whatever interesting proposal Chelsea had for her next.
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      “No,” Heather said automatically.

      Chelsea nodded and said, “You always say that.”

      Heather opened her mouth, then closed it again. She did. She was aware of that.

      “So I’m just going to let you think about it, as I always do, and see how you really feel in a couple of days,” Chelsea added.

      Heather sighed. It was good to have a friend like Chelsea who knew her really well, and who understood her.

      It was also bad, because Chelsea did know her, and knew how to get Heather to do things. Maybe even things she shouldn’t.

      They sat in Nicky’s Restaurant, in a booth next to the windows looking out on the busy street. Nickolas was a tall Russian man with thinning hair and a booming laugh. He was always proud to serve American food—hamburgers, fries, and a Sunday pot roast—along with a couple of Russian staples, like cabbage rolls and pelmeni, a type of Russian dumpling filled with spicy pork and served with butter and sour cream.

      It was a Thursday, and the diner wasn’t too full. They never played the music too loudly, which made it acceptable to Heather. The lights weren’t too bright either. Everything was done in shades of red and brown—booths, carpet, waitstaff uniforms. It made Heather feel as though she was in a movie from the 1980s.

      Chelsea had insisted that they eat first before they talk. Heather was used to that, though she didn’t like it. But she knew that no matter what Chelsea proposed, she might not be able to eat afterwards. They’d shared a warm pretzel with three different mustards for an appetizer, then had each had their own burger, Heather’s with sweet potato fries, and Chelsea with regular ones.

      After they’d finished, Chelsea had come up with the most outrageous proposal that Heather had ever heard.

      That Heather should try to be like one of the more classic private investigators and follow the CEO of Quintakon around, seeing if he was actually cheating on his wife.

      “You’ve taken surveillance classes, right?” Chelsea said after a few moments of stony silence while Heather tried to process the magnitude of what her friend was asking.

      Heather slowly nodded. Those had been some of the most awful weeks of her life. Having to be outside of her routine, going to a new place, trying to see everything and everyone at the same time.

      There had been a series of high-priced items supposedly shoplifted from a boutique that they were investigating. The owner suspected that one (or more) of the people working for her were actually stealing the clothes.

      Heather had had to go in and pretend to be a customer, had to pass as normal for an afternoon. It had been excruciating.

      She’d also told her mentor, Steve, exactly who the thief was. Three days later, the clerk was caught red-handed.

      The culprit had been obvious to Heather, though it was difficult to explain to anyone else.

      Heather
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