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I was fired for the wrong reason. I should have been fired, no doubt about it. But not for impregnating the CEO's daughter. At least not literally. 

First of all, sleeping with her was a coincidence. I'd known her since my freshman year of high school. But back then we were just friends. By the time I was hired to work for Cyber-Shield, she was a distant memory. 

I liked my job as a coder. Hacking cyber-security software had become the cool challenge for young nerds like me. We loved practicing our skills by breaking into supposedly unhackable systems. We were mostly gamers at heart. Gamers love to play, they don't think about consequences, because consequences occur in reality. We don't live in reality. 

So hacking security systems was all in good fun as far as we were concerned. And if we were discovered, that was part of the game as well. The best hackers would be offered a high-level job from jail with the same security firm they hacked. After all, trust was just a game too. 

So when I hacked into Cyber-Shield's corporate executives' passwords while still just an unemployed kid, they immediately offered me a job for more money than  even I thought was reasonable. 

On this particularly fateful day, I was standing behind a booth at the Seattle Cyber-Fair showing other companies our patented threat-management software. They all had a desperate look in their eyes. The security software they currently had wasn't even keeping out middle-school hackers, who were then posting their successes to each other on Instagram. 

A fairly gorgeous woman about my age came up to the booth and stared at me. She looked vaguely familiar. 

"Cody?" 

"Yes." I stared back at her. 

She put her hands on her hips and held the pose. 

"Wait—Chloe?" I couldn't believe it. 

She started laughing. "Wow, Cody, this is crazy. You work for Cyber-Shield?" 

"Well, I hope so," I said. "I wouldn't want to be in a place like this and not getting paid."

"How do you like it?"

"Like what?"

"Working for Cyber-Sheild?"

" I mean, it's definitely better than being in high school."

"True! Oh my God, remember Mr. Bergen? What an ass." 

"The ass who wore a wig."

"Exactly! That would be a good title for a romantic comedy."  

Why didn't I have the courage to get to know her better back then? She seemed so easy to talk to. I was such a dweeb.  

She looked closely at the Cyber-Shield sign and scrunched up her nose. "They should have hired an actual sign-maker. This whole set-up is pretty lame."

"I didn't really notice. I mean, I just showed up for my shift and then all these people started crowding around..."

"Ever met the CEO?" 

"Jay Jensen? No! I saw him once at a conference and he waved at me, I think.... You know how famous people kind of fake like they know who they're waving to?" 

"I do! It used to happen with my dad."

"But, why are you here Chloe?" 

"I own the place."

I always liked her sense of humor. She hadn't changed much, except for her clothes. She was wearing a business skirt and heels. Not too much makeup though, so she still had that kind of just-got-out-of-the-bath look. I was smitten. 

"I have to take you to lunch," she said. 

"Great! My shift ends in a few hours." 

"No, now. Wait here." 

"But I can't, really."  

Chloe came closer to me. "What's my last name?"

"I don't remember, honestly. I think it starts with a C?"

"The C is for Chloe, Mr. Psychic."

"Oh yeah."

"My last name starts with a J."

"Okay."

"As in Jensen. It's Chloe Jensen."

"Wait, what?"

"I lived with my mom and step-dad my last few years of high school, so you wouldn't have connected the dots. But your boss is my waving-hello-to-no-one father."

"I guess that's... good, right?"

"Well, we'll talk about it.... I'll get someone to take over your shift."
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Imagine a carefree wanderer in the desert suddenly being kidnapped into a mercenary army. That was kind of like the situation I got myself into. I say this because, to be perfectly frank, Chloe had a bit of a dark side. Overtly, she was bubbly, with a welcoming smile and kind, twinkly eyes. But covertly she was, well, not her face.

We started walking to her car, but then she stopped and turned toward me until we were staring at each other for no reason. I have a small birthmark on my neck just under my right ear. It looks like a little star. Most people don't notice it. But she remembered I had it, for some reason. 

She pulled back my long hair until my ear was exposed and put her finger on my neck where the star was. "I always wanted to touch it. It's a beautiful star." 

Her touch felt nice, but it was also kind of weird. No one ever talked about my star birthmark  before. In fact, most of the time I forgot it even existed. 

A half block later she took my arm and pulled me closer. She mumbled something about me shielding her from the wind. There was no breeze that day.

Instead of going to lunch, she drove me to her private gym. Her father had bought the place for her and her mom years before the divorce. Apparently, he had his own gym. 

After our workout she was dripping with sweat, but when she came close to me she still smelled fresh and clean. I remember being a bit awed by that.  

She invited me to take a sauna, and stripped down to her skimpy underclothes. I took off my shirt. 

"You've gotten cuter since high school," she smiled.   "Really? Why? How?" I mumbled. 

"Don't you see how cute you've gotten when you look in the mirror?"

"I haven't looked in the mirror in the last, like, few years, but I'll take your word for it. It's good to know."

She laid back on the sauna bench and started to hum. 

"I don't just work for Cyber-Shield, by the way," I blurted out. "I'm coding a new game. I'm not officially a hacker anymore. But I play games all the time when I'm home, and the one I'm creating is really exciting. It's got lots of levels. I mean, at some point it gets really hard to distinguish between game reality and virtual reality, if that makes sense."

"No, it actually doesn't."

She touched my leg with her foot. 

"So you’re not into games?"

"Not those kinds of games."   

Then, in one of the weirdest segues of the week, she started talking about her boyfriend. She said he wanted to marry her. He bought her a ring, which she put in her vanity drawer. When he saw she wasn't it he asked why, and she said because she needed to think about it. Spending time with me in the sauna was apparently her way of thinking  about it. 

I started wondering if I would get fired just for being here like this, with her putting her legs on top of mine in her sauna-wet skimpy underwear. What if her father found out? Oh, Mr. Jensen, it was nothing, really—I just walked out on my job in the middle of the afternoon and took a sauna with your daughter, who was wearing somewhere between 1 and zero clothes, in a gym you bought. 

She read my mind, but in the opposite way it was thinking. "If you don't take off your clothes right this second and kiss me I'm going to tell my dad where you were today."

I laughed but no sound escaped from my mouth. I was turned on, but in a creeped-out way. She was so beautiful, lying back on the hot wooden bench in her skimpy underwear... now with her eyes closed. I didn't care about the job anymore. I was young and relatively smart. I knew how to code. I could find work somewhere else if I had to, or maybe sell the game I was creating for a lot of money someday. 

In fact, life was a lot like the game I was creating—you have to play and win to get to the next level. And even though you know the next level is going to be a lot more complicated, you want to get there anyway. In fact, it's all you can think about. Chloe was the next level. 
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In order to explain why I was so willing to be seduced by Chloe, I need to tell you about Scarlet. 

But first, here's an interesting fact you can verify online. There are about ten quintillion leaves in the world. It would take about eight billion years to count them all at one leaf per second. 

Eight billion years is almost twice the age of the Earth. 

That's about how long I thought it might take for me to find a girlfriend in Seattle. Because, I was a gamer hermit. When it wasn't a work day, I stayed inside twenty-three hours a day. If I wasn't running out of food, twenty-four. 

Then I met Scarlet online, and we went to a music concert because she wouldn't come over to see the game I was working on. It was a local grunge band that came up with the unique idea of trying to sound just like Nirvana. They didn't. But failing led them to stumble onto their own sound, so they started to draw crowds. 

Amidst the deafening cacophony of this not Nirvana band, our eyes met. And that felt even better than what we were texting each other in between songs.

That's the poetic version.  

Anyway, a few months later, we were quasi-living together. We would take turns sleeping at each other's apartments. 

In the spring, Scarlet convinced me to start a band of  our own. I didn't want to at first but she said she was going to anyway so I learned a few chords on guitar. It was another Seattle grunge rock band. We called ourselves, Qnqkst. Everyone in the band had their own pronunciation. I pronounced it, "Kwongst." Our drummer, Hank, insisted it was, "Kingst." 

The genesis of the word came from matching random numbers we called out when we needed a name. 17-14-17-11-19-20. Then we correlated the numbers to the letters of the alphabet.    

Scarlet was the bass
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