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As soon as Larry pulled into the parking lot of Bright Thoughts Consulting, another man came stumbling out the glass doors. Tears streamed down the man’s face and he let out great, gulping sobs as he stumbled to his Tesla.


Well, I suppose if he’s crying, the position is still open. Larry watched the other man speed off with a smidge of pity. Shame for him, but you’ve got to walk the walk and talk the talk if you want to make it in this business.


He took a deep breath and forced a smile. Like me.


Portfolio in hand, Larry surveyed the building. 


One story tall, but no other logos marred the sign of Bright Thoughts Consulting. Decent size, too. Every so often, people came in and out of the same glass doors, all in professional attire. Mostly Clients, each walking with satisfied confidence. Both when they entered and, more importantly, when they left. 


Definite potential, yeah. He could make this work. He stepped through the glass sliding doors and into a chic sort of lobby, open with several comfortable-looking chairs.


The receptionist spotted and closed whatever she’d been working on before turning to him with a smile. “Hello there, Mr…?” 


“I’m here for the interview, and it’s Brand,” he supplied, his smile widening. “Larry Brand.”


She chuckled at the obvious allusion. “Should I offer shaken, not stirred?”


“Oh, either of those are fine.” He paused. “But where am I going?”


“Pardon?” 


Larry mentally rolled his eyes at the confusion filling those big cow eyes, but he kept his temper. “Do you know when and where my interview is set to be?” He forced a smile. “Just so I can make sure.”


She frowned. “Oh, yes. Just a moment to double check…” She clicked her mouse about fifteen different times. “It’s in the meeting room right over there, and you’ve got about twenty minutes. Feel free to relax in the lobby. I’ll let you know when we’re ready.”


“Sounds good.” He sighed when he got back to his seat. Typical. He was the only one around who knew what the hell they were doing. Everyone else got distracted at the first sign of something else going on. Just like his previous company… Well, maybe that would change this time. Maybe he wouldn’t be stuck dealing with idiots for the next three or four years.


And maybe pigs would fly.


Larry sighed. Nothing to do but wait now, so he pulled up his notes and reviewed them. His research looked to have been pretty accurate. He didn’t have any contacts to rely on, but he knew his way around the internet. Reviews raved about Bright Thoughts’ excellent work, and while they cost a lot, they offered fantastic quality to make up for it.


Still, they clearly overpaid their receptionist. He shook his head and relaxed as best he could until the receptionist called him, saying that Ms. Wellings would see him now.


Behind the set of double doors, the meeting room was rather swank, with gleaming leather in all the right places. Enough light to illuminate without blinding, and a long table with eight chairs around it. Outlets provided power for as many laptops as would ever be needed, with a screen to project what they showed, but lower-tech options existed as well: a landline phone and a dry-erase board hung upon the wall. The potted ferns even gave it a pleasant aroma.


Larry surveyed it, trying to get a good read upon its owner. Amongst everything he’d uncovered in his research on Bright Thoughts, accurate information upon the owner and CEO wasn’t one of them. Plenty of rumors and contradictory statements, but little verifiable fact, save for her name: Amanda Wellings. 





All he’d been able to glean for certain was that she had founded Bright Thoughts Consulting and now, just seven years later, its latest tax filing showed over ten million dollars profit.


Larry took a position at the head of the table across from the screen. When she arrived, Amanda would either have to sit far away from him or take a lesser seat. A power play? Sure, and he could gauge the reaction of his future boss. Would she get annoyed but focus on the task at hand? Good. Would she try to ‘put him in his place?’ Then he’d know to start applying to other places as soon as he got the job, as she’d probably interfere a bunch down the road. 


He tapped his chin and sighed. Really, it might be procedure, but why they bothered with the fucking interview, he had no idea. Like he’d fail to get a tech position when he’d led a team of ‘em until last week. Well, sometimes you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, no matter how overqualified you are. So smile, see if she’s as overrated as she sounds, and start working toward the next step. You’ll be back on top before you know it.


The door whooshed open behind him. “Larry Brand, I presume?”


“That’s right,” he said, and turned to face his opponent. 


The brunette woman who met his gaze carried herself with the same regal gravity as an empress, all in a tailored skirt suit that emphasized some of her curves while concealing more beneath. Underneath a sleek, sophisticated updo, her dark brown eyes looked him over. 


He wondered what she thought about him, but her expression remained calm, controlled. When he got to his feet and shook her hand, he noticed that he had to look up at her just a bit, not unheard of given his 5’8” stature, but definitely unusual. 


“You must be Amanda Wellings,” he said. At her nod, he said, “I’ve heard of you.” He paused deliberately. “Good things, of course.”


Her lips quirked upward just a bit. “I’m sure you have, but let’s get started.” She took a seat. 


When Larry followed suit, though, he blinked. Somehow, Amanda had claimed his original seat while he took one of the lesser ones. Rather than mention it and thus draw her attention, he cleared his throat. “So, you will be my boss’ boss.”


“Indeed, I will be your employer.” She opened a leather portfolio, revealing a notepad and pen. “If you prove yourself worthy, of course.”


Larry bristled. “‘If,’ you say? You should know I have more than enough experience to match anyone in the field. If you read my resume, I was the head of the department. Yet you think I might not qualify?”


But she merely scratched something upon her notepad. “Like I said,” she said coolly. “Should you prove yourself worthy, I will be your employer.” She leaned forward, revealing precious inches of the great swells of her chest.


Larry shook his head and looked her straight in the eyes. “Prove myself worthy?”


 “Yes.” Amusement flickered in Amanda’s gaze. “Now, what do you feel you bring to the table?”


His ego burned, craving satiation but he needed this damn job, so he took a deep breath. “To begin with, I possess years of experience, and not just keeping things steady. Last year, my department put machine learning algorithms into our customer service program, response times went down 30%, and I kept us 20% under budget to boot by saving dozens of man hours.”


She jotted some more down, each movement quick yet oddly artful. “Of course, but let me ask a few questions, starting with your mention of response times…”


Over the next ten minutes, Amanda bombarded him with clarifying questions, each detailed and specific to the field in question. Credit where credit was due, she clearly knew her stuff, at least enough Larry felt confident in having her as his employer. Of course, companies were more than just their leader. They — 


Amanda rolled her shoulder, not much, but enough that her jacket was dragged aside for a few tiny millimeters and revealed the soft shoulder beneath.“So,” she said. “can you give me an example of a mistake you made and how you handled things afterward?”


Larry had prepared for this. He knew he had, but his mind scattered about, and all he could think of was the time when he told his boss she had no fucking idea what she was doing… then he got fired. Obviously, he couldn’t use that, so he cleared his throat and said, “I forgot to push an update at the appropriate time, but I put it in about ten minutes later. Nobody said anything, and I didn’t forget again. I always end up fixing things.” Except when I lose my job.


“I see.” Amanda wrote something in her notes he couldn’t see, peering at him like he might a line of code that hadn’t processed quite the way he’d want. 


A bead of sweat trickled down the back of his neck, ice-cold under the air conditioning. 


She leaned forward, those dark eyes seeming to swallow him up. “Now, you have made a number of claims. But I find myself wondering if you are actually capable of any of them, given how you’re attempting to hide the truth from me. Frankly, I wonder if you even qualify.”


If I even qualify? That bitch. “I think,” Larry bit out, “you have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve spent literally years on lesser work than this position.”


“And I think that, given you were fired last week, you shouldn’t be so eager to bite the hand that might feed you.” Amanda said, her expression changing to the thinnest of smiles. “But I suppose that was how you got into this situation to begin with.”


He narrowed his eyes at her veiled insults, and leaned forward despite himself. “Those people were idiots. They didn’t know a good thing when they had it and fired me because their fragile egos couldn’t take it. And they’re going to discover just how much they need me. By the time the month is out, they’ll be begging me to come back.”


“Oh, is that what you believe?” She looked him up and down. Her smile widened, but something about it gave Larry the shivers, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d made a mistake somewhere. But she cleared her throat. “Let’s do a test of your abilities. Follow me.” 


Amanda led him through the twisting corridors. Her every movement caused her body to slowly twist, and her outfit caressed her body. The skirt suit framing slender legs while the top’s kept showing her chest without actually revealing it, tantalizing the gaze. Tall, lean, but with a dollop of softness added to her chest and hips, she was a fucking bombshell.


Larry swallowed and looked away. Gotta focus. She’s going to be my boss if I succeed. He’d hoped for someone who could recognize his talents. He’d gotten someone who knew everything about his talents… and apparently that he’d been let go from his previous job.


She led him to a set of double doors, each oak and wide with a shimmering finish. They towered over him, easily half again his height.


When they swung open, they revealed an office that looked more like a throne room. Purples and reds, with a grand oaken desk at the center. Not too far from it stood a cushioned sitting area, where a couch sat in front of a glass table and a pair of monitors: a basic workstation.


“Today, you’ll work here, your chance to demonstrate your ability.”


“Fine by me,” Larry said. Basic but high quality, he corrected himself when he checked the computer he’d been allotted, and with several monitors. Plenty of processing power and looks like the programs are similar enough to what I used before. Alright, I can make this work.


“Succeed in this test, and this will be your workstation. Listen to my instructions and demonstrate your abilities.” Amanda paused. “I seek to see how you will handle challenging situations under pressure, but certain types of stress might be beyond your ability to handle. If at any point, you wish me to stop or pause, let me know.”


So extreme-difficulty coding. Or as he might call it, a day that ended in ‘y.’ “Fine by me. I can take everything you can dish out.”


Her eyes took him in, and she smiled slowly. “Very well, let me know when you’re ready.”


Larry nodded, and once he had all his applications and programs in place, he grinned. “Yeah, I’m ready.”


She sat beside him, and her hip pressed against his. Heat rushed through his mind, but he tried to focus upon the screen before him.


It lit up with commands, starting with basic programming challenges, the sort he might give his new trainees. The sort of things he could do in his sleep. His fingers












































































































































































































































































