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      “Jenny is here to see you.”

      “Shit.” Ariel Vance needed a bit more time to get her story straight, but it seemed as if they had all but run out of time. “Amy, could you please just keep her stalled for a few minutes?”

      “Um, no. Listen, this woman looks about ready to skin her husband alive. Anyone unlucky enough to be around is going to be a casualty. I have a few different plans for my weekend.”

      Ariel raised an eyebrow. “You know I pay you for this type of thing, right?”

      “I know. You also pay me, to be honest. Isn’t that a non-negotiable quality when working for a detective agency? Speaking of, this chick’s husband cheated on her. I kind of get that she wants to put up her deuces.” Amy wasn’t going to flinch. The worst thing about the best employees is that they know how to challenge their employers without overstepping the bounds.

      Ariel looked over at her sister. “You told her about the infidelity?”

      Indya gave a sheepish, almost innocent look in return. “Well, yeah. Jenny is all fire and brimstone right now. I needed to give Amy a heads-up before she got burned.”

      “Urgh,” Ariel groaned while massaging her temples in an attempt to plot her next move. “Fine. Where is she now?”

      “In your office, having a coffee,” Amy replied.

      “Oh, well isn’t that nice. Did you remember the biscotti?” Ariel asked half-irritated.

      “Mhmm, no. We’re fresh out, hun. I did put the A/C on, though. She needed to cool down.”

      The phone rang before Ariel could offer a retort, and Amy picked up the receiver.

      Sighing, she signaled for her sister to follow, and they headed to her office. Jenny was sitting at the desk, visibly trying to control herself as a trembling hand brought the coffee cup to her lips. Indya didn’t have to read her thoughts to know she was apprehensive. So instead, her sister took the lead.

      “Well, Jenny, we have your case file right here. Are you ready to hear—?”

      “—what that worthless ingrate did?” Jenny said, finishing her sentence. “Fuck, yes.” She nearly fell out of the chair as she swiped to grab the docket, whipping out the evidence of the last few days. Her eyes jumped from photo to photo, running through one report after the other, as she soaked in one fraction of what was possibly two years of infidelity by her husband. Ariel had never seen a woman’s eyes turn from fire to ice, but she definitely didn’t want to be in Jenny’s soon-to-be-ex’s shoes. “So, you read him properly, didn’t you?”

      “Like a book,” Indya answered. “He had a few slips of the tongue when we were looking for a motive to use spyware—when we approached him in disguise. After that, technology was pretty much on our side.”

      Jenny slammed the case docket shut. “So, when do we take the camera crew to go and confront him?”

      Ariel nearly choked on the laugh she wanted to suppress. “Uh, Jenny. This isn’t Cheaters. We stay out of the aftermath of our findings. Although, I am sure that whatever you are about to unleash on him would be worthy of late-night reality viewing.”

      Jenny’s look was deadpan as she chucked down the last of her piping hot coffee and flamboyantly flung her handbag over her shoulder. “Well, ladies, I wish I could say it has been a pleasure, but I have a reprobate of a spouse to deal with. Judging by the evidence, he should be bringing his little hussy home in about half an hour. I have a climax to ruin.” With that, she stepped out and charged back through the office.

      Indya was the first to say something. “Did she just say?”

      “Yup. I envy the fly on the wall to that little confrontation.”

      Indya sagged in the chair. “Well, that is case five in three weeks. I’m exhausted.”

      “Yeah, me too. The agency has been doing well. I think we can finally take a break.”

      Indya sat back in the office chair, contemplating a bit as a far-away look crossed her face. Ariel knew precisely what it meant.

      “Oh, God. I know that face. You’re not planning on taking a break at all, are you?”

      “I was. Then I started thinking of the cases we never solved. Or, rather, the ones we never have time for.” Indya returned her eyes to meet Ariel’s, and there was just enough emotion there that Ariel immediately shut down.

      “Absolutely not.”

      Indya jumped up and leaned over the desk with an almost pleading look to her sister. “Come on, El. You can’t seriously tell me you never wondered what happened to them.”

      “I wonder about a great many things, but playing with hypotheticals has always gotten me into dark places,” Ariel answered.

      “God. Do you have to be so dismissive? Listen. I have been thinking of a new angle by which to approach this. We just need—”

      “No! Indya, you have to let go. Mom and Dad are gone. Looking for them isn’t going to bring them back!” Ariel’s tone was a bit harsher than she intended, but she had been down this road before. It never ended well.

      Indya flinched only slightly at her sister’s backlash before giving a calm and measured answer. “Perhaps they never left. Maybe you just haven’t looked hard enough. You’ve given up every time.”

      Ariel’s eyes flashed with anger. “That is unfair, and you know—”

      “Take your break,” Indya interrupted, “it’s fine. By all means. Call me when you’re ready for the next case.” With that, she stormed out, leaving Ariel flabbergasted as to how things had escalated in a matter of a few minutes. She didn’t have much time to be taken aback, however. She had a date to prepare for. She just hoped she’d be able to enjoy it now.
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      The wine was like velvet, its touch a seduction on the palate. It perfectly rounded off the taste of their meal. “God, that’s some good vino.”

      “Clearly. You’ve been admiring the vintage more than you have me,” Jaydon teased.

      Ariel raised her eyes to peek ever so playfully beneath her lashes. “Well, some men improve with age, and I do like my men the way I like my wine. You’ll get there, babe.”

      He gave a mischievous little smirk before he cut into his steak. Somehow, he had the talent of doing everything with suave. Jaydon was a walking temptation. Ariel often wondered whether it was the reason for her attraction to him—or the fact that she couldn’t get a read on him. “Seems like you needed it.”

      “It’s just good to unwind a bit.” She took another sip and closed her eyes involuntarily as the heady flavors played on her tongue.

      “What’s happening at the detective agency these days?” Jaydon asked, taking a sip from his own glass.

      “It’s been busy. We’ve had a weird bunch of cases of late. Money laundering, attempted homicide, unfaithful—and unfortunate—husbands,” she answered, raising an eyebrow in mock challenge as she forked a piece of tender meat.

      Jaydon sat back, returning her look. “What makes him unfortunate?”

      “A smart woman,” she said, smiling, before raising her glass to her lips.

      “Ah, I see. Some men would consider themselves lucky to have that.”

      “Of course. You should know.” She winked at him.

      His mouth curled into one of those famously ambiguous smiles. Jaydon was one of those rare people whose expressions could mean a hundred different things, even if the occasion remained the same. It drove her a little nuts. She and her sister counted themselves as experts in finding out what made people tick. Yet, she had to put the puzzle that was her boyfriend together piece by piece—like the average girl on the block. Her grandmother had also joked that men were ridiculously simple to unravel—trust her, be a detective, and find the Rubik’s Cube among the bunch.

      “You’re doing it again,” she stated, blushing ever so slightly against her will.

      “Looking at you? Can you blame me?” he asked.

      Before she could respond, his phone rang. That handsome smile melted away, and his face turned almost serious. Reaching into his pocket, he drew out the ringing device. With one look at the screen, his eyes sparkled in recognition before he apologized, “Sorry, babe, I need to take this.” He stood up from the table and stalked off toward the restaurant’s entrance, answering the call in a hushed tone.

      Ariel frowned, thinking that his reaction was slightly off. Yet, she didn’t overthink it, instead deciding to survey the crowded restaurant. The Butcher’s Boudoir was packed that night, and she found entertainment by watching people at the other tables. It wasn’t long until Jaydon returned. She looked up as he approached and knew almost immediately that he was not about to stay. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sorry. I got an urgent call from work. Listen, I feel like crap. I promise to make it up to you. Okay?” He walked around to her side of the table, knelt down, and then cupped her hands as he looked into her eyes. “You know I love you, right?” He leaned forward, giving her a kiss before he stood and then left.

      Ariel didn’t know how long she sat there, unable to move after he had gone. He had never said that before. Love. There was no emotion-laden precursor to the confession. He said it almost as if she should have known it all along. It caught her completely off guard. Perhaps it was because she wasn’t quite sure if she felt as strongly about him in return.

      Suddenly, another feeling dominated her. It was enough to take her mind off what Jaydon had said. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it was making her uneasy. She put down her glass and started rummaging through her bag until she found her own phone.
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      “There is a dial pad on the lock. I need a code from you.”

      “Give me a sec. There’s a spicy firewall entrenched in the security system. I need to douse it.”

      “Drench it, and hurry! I hear footsteps coming.”

      “You’re going to have to improvise. Better draw on some of those skills.”

      “Dammit!” Indya pulled the side-part of her hair over her ear to cover the receiver through which Zoe was talking. She flipped her satchel forward just as a security guard came around the corner. Falling into character, she made as if she was digging through her bag, looking for something.

      “Everything alright, miss? We are about to close the building.”

      She looked up in surprise, pretending she was noticing him for the first time. Her eyes lingered on his nametag for a split second before she met his eyes. “Oh, man, Sean. I feel like such an idiot. I left my phone in the server room, and as I was looking for my keycard, I realized I left it inside as well.”

      Sean smiled. Even if he didn’t know who she was, he certainly looked flattered by the fact that she seemed to know his name. “That’s some bad luck. Luckily I came around. Hey, you’re the new technician, aren’t you?”

      Zoe’s intel was on point. The new job opening in the company was the perfect alibi. “Yeah, I’m still learning my way around this place and this crazy intricate system. You’d think a tech native like me would know my way around digital access.”

      “Well, it should be no problem. You just need to punch in the security bypass code.”

      Shit. Indya needed to think quickly. Her sidekick still hadn’t buzzed in with the code. Elitelligence was proving unhackable on every front. They couldn’t even penetrate the outer edges of its security. “The bypass code Oh right, I think I wrote it down somewhere. I should really memorize it,” she laughed. She started rummaging through the bag again, keeping herself from breaking out in a nervous sweat. She was pretty deep inside the building. If she was discovered trespassing, it wouldn’t be taken as accidental.

      After a while, Sean relieved her of her misery. “Hey, no sweat.” He took out his keycard and held it in front of the dial pad scanner. After a second, the lock disengaged, and the guard opened the door. “There you go. You can go ahead and run in. I’m going to have a look through the rest of the place before I engage the alarm. Can you show yourself out?”

      “Sure. Thanks, Sean.” She winked at him, and he blushed before dashing off. She was lucky this time. Luckily Sean was craving some affirmation. She could tell.

      “You practically seduced him without even realizing it, didn’t you?” Zoe commented in her ear.

      “I can play the damsel in distress if I need to,” Indya answered through the microphone hidden in her collar before closing the door behind her. “Well, since you didn’t dig up access codes, I hope you’ve been using the time to program this fly I’m supposed to plant on the wall.”

      “Just about there. I need you to make your way to the UPS. It will be right underneath the station equipped with the power management software.”

      “You want to tamper with the power supply?”

      “The device you have will short-circuit the battery backup. If I can dip the power, which means the servers will shut down before restarting. The firewall will drop for a while, giving me enough time to bypass it and get inside the servers by the time they fire up again.”

      Indya walked among the racks and enclosure until she found the station. “Are you telling me you’ve hijacked the building’s electrical grid?”

      “It’s not my fault; they automated it.”

      Reaching into her pocket, Indya withdrew the small electronic disc that fits inside her palm. “Where exactly do you need me to plant it?”

      “As close to the power management station as possible. Listen, once I work my magic, the blackout will raise the alarm. I need you to get out of there right away.”

      Her words weren’t even cold before Indya heard the door to the server room opening.

      She ducked before cursing. “Fuck! Someone just came in. I haven’t even planted it.”

      “I suggest you do. It’s magnetic, so it will give me the range I need to upset the system. Smash it on the side panel, and skulk out of there, bitch!”

      Indya did just that and threw herself against the server units on the opposite side. The spacious room was large and dark enough to hide in, but only if she had a position on her enemy. What she found odd was that she couldn’t get a read on the new visitor’s mind. She slid along the racks and occasionally looked through the slats between the server boxes. Reaching the end of the row, she peeked around a corner to see a figure emerge from the far side.

      She caught her breath and ducked back. “What the hell?”

      “Who’s the predator on your trail?”

      “It’s Jaydon.”

      “Your sister’s guy? What’s he doing t—?”

      “I don’t know. His mind is blocked. I’ll have to sneak out of here by instinct alone.”

      “Give me a sec.”

      Indya listened, waiting intently on Jaydon’s footsteps. As he got closer to her position more than once, it was all she could do to meld to the shadows and slip around corners at precisely the right moments. It felt like Zoe was taking forever, but after a minute, she chimed back in.

      “Sorry. I’m back.”

      “God! What took you? This guy is like a bloodhound,” Indya whispered furiously.

      “This system is really pesky. You have no idea. But, I managed to access a building schematic. If you can snake your way back past the UPS, then you’ll find a fire escape that leads down and out.”

      “He’s sniffing around awfully close to that area. I’ll need a distraction.”

      “Coming up,” Zoe said. “Think fast.”

      The entire room shut down, and Indya didn’t hesitate. With footfalls softer than a leopard’s footsteps, she dashed among the shelves and reached the now unlocked escape just as she heard a figure shuffling one shelf over. She slipped through the door and closed it behind her.

      She exhaled just as the building’s power surged alive, and the lights flickered back on. Through the door, she heard new arrivals. Among them, she could make out Sean’s anxious voice as he interacted with Jaydon. Most of their conversation was muffled, but as they passed the fire escape, Indya heard his firm instruction to lock down the place. Their voices receded, and as she was about to check in with Zoe, she felt her phone vibrate.

      The sensation made her jump, and she cursed under her breath before taking out her phone to see who was calling. It was her sister.

      “Dammit,” she whispered to herself, weighing the decision to answer or not. She knows something is up, Indya thought, which means she’s only going to grow more suspicious if I ignore the call. She hesitated a second longer before answering. “Ariel, I can’t really talk right now.”

      “Why? Something’s wrong, isn’t it? I sense it, even if I can’t get a feeling for the shape of your thoughts right now.”

      “Our last conversation didn’t exactly go great. Of course, you’d think something is off.”

      “Don’t be dismissive Indie,” Ariel responded, almost sounding hurt, “I’m only worried that—”

      “Listen,” Indya interrupted, “I’ll check in later. Now is really not a great time. Don’t worry about me. I promise we’ll talk this out.” She stayed on the line long enough to hear Ariel forming the start of a response before she hung up.

      “Sibling quarrels?” Zoe said her voice firing back through the receiver.

      “Yeah, and I have a feeling it isn’t over either. Her boyfriend has become an unexpected role player in this. We’ll need to dig up all the dirt we can on him. You managed to get deeper into their systems?”

      “It was a gnarly one, but I’m on the other side,” Zoe answered. “Tell you what; you get out of there and head on back. Check your watch for a building map. I’ll get working and have some info by the time you return. You need to hurry, though. From what I can see, that shy guard is pretty quick on implementing the lockdown.”

      Indya pounded down the stairwell while answering, “Next time, I’m going to be in your ear, prompting you with nonchalant warnings to move your ass while trying to maintain stealth.”

      “That’s nice. I’ll let you have a shot at hacking once you can finally figure out how to download free antivirus trials. Baby steps.”

      Respectable tech support is so hard to come by, Indya thought, as she made her way out of the building.
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