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  1

The sound drove most people crazy, but to Ember Manchester, it was music to her ears. The sound was progress. Money. Prestige. Not everyone could do what she could do, and none of them could do it this well.
Her fingers flew across the keyboard faster than eyes could follow.  And they always hit their mark.  She often bragged to her colleagues that she didn’t even know what the backspace button was used for.  She was that good, and everyone knew it.
That’s why she had been hired to complete this job.
“How much longer?” her partner asked from his console on the opposite side of the desk.  She could see him peering over the top of the monitors, so she looked up at him.
“Patience, Luke,” she told him, their eyes meeting briefly.  Her fingers never stopped typing.  “You can’t rush perfection.”
It was a cryptic enough answer, but it seemed to please Luke.  He leaned back into the chair and waited on her to finish.  His job was already done; all he had to do was DDoS the network and sit back while she attempted to access the mainframe through the backdoor.  She’d set up remote access weeks ago, inserting a keystroke logger into the system.
That would have been the end of it, if her target wasn’t so paranoid: they changed passwords on a daily basis.  Using the password patterns she’d deciphered, she was now brute forcing the firewall.  Once that was over, she’d insert the code that would allow her and Luke to withdraw enough cash to let them retire comfortably on the beach somewhere.
To many, all of the technical hacker jargon was gibberish.  But to her, it was like a second language.  She loved what she did, and it showed.
“Just about there,” she whispered.  Then she smiled as she glanced at the clock: this had went even quicker than intended.
With a final keystroke, she punched the enter button and watched as she was granted access to the mainframe.  With an almost nonchalant attitude, she took the flash drive that was looped around her neck, twirled it on its string, and inserted it into the USB port.
Then she sat back, smug, as the code from the USB did the rest.  Everything had worked perfectly.
Luke was grinning like a little kid, almost giddy with excitement.  That was something she didn’t like: it was okay to be happy about what had just happened, but letting your emotions get the best of you in a time like this was an easy way to get thrown in jail.  She shot him a glare and his grin died.  He gave her a sheepish look and put his head down.
“Just keep your cool and this will all work out,” she told him.  He was older than her by nearly 10 years.  He’d been in the game since he was 13.  He’d been hacking for nearly twenty years and she had surpassed him in only two.  She didn’t know how he felt about that, but she knew how she felt: great.  She would never show it, though.
Ember’s eyes traced the code that was running across the screen.  To most, it looked like nothing but numbers, random letters, and symbols, but to her it was a language even more readable than English.  The code looked perfect, but that wasn’t a surprise.
It was nearing the end, so she looked up at Luke and told him, “It’s good.  Let’s get ready to go.”
He started picking up his briefcases and putting his assortment of laptops and gadgets back into them.  Ember watched as the code finally completed, knowing there would be a small delay as the money transferred into their accounts.  One second passed, then two, and finally on the third, just when the FUNDS DEPOSITED alert should appear – 
The screen flashed red once, then the computer clicked off.  Ember only had a split second of confusion before a loud klaxon blare split the air, causing her to raise her hands to her ears and Luke to drop one of his laptops.  Ember couldn’t hear it shatter over the blare of the sirens.  Then the lights started to pulse, a blood red color interspersed with the regular lighting.
“What’s going on?” Luke yelled.  He had stopped packing and just stood there, dumbfounded.
“We’ve been caught!” Ember screamed over the noise.  She could hardly believe the words coming out of her mouth.  She had never said that before.  She had never been caught before.  What had happened?  “Let’s go!  Let’s go!”
Luke started to pack his stuff up again, but Ember ran around the table and grabbed him by his sleeve.  Nothing on those laptops was traceable back to them, and they needed to get out of here fast.  Their extra suitcases would only slow them down.
Ember led the way out of the small electronics room.  Out in the hallway, the sound was even louder, but at least it was deserted.  She looked left, then right, making sure the coast was clear before dragging Luke out behind her.
She’d studied the floor plans extensively before they came into the building under the guise of maintenance workers.  She knew that their work clothes and their cover story wouldn’t hold up long.  Their best bet was to get out of the building as fast as possible.
Luckily, Ember knew the exact route.  She led Luke to one of the maintenance staircases.  She slid her forged key card through the scanner and held her breath.  With sirens blaring, she half expected every door to be locked down – but the panel flashed green and they entered the staircase.
This staircase should be mostly deserted.  Luckily, there were no sirens or flashing lights in here.  They weren’t used much anymore except by the maintenance people.  The company didn’t like unsightly and dirty workers mucking up their hallways, so they kept them mostly regulated to the outskirts of the building.
They made their way down three flights of stairs, their boots echoing along the metal walkways.  In here, the lights were dim and mostly burnt out.  Ember was thankful for the near silence, though if she strained to hear over her footsteps, she could still make out the siren.
Everyone out there would be looking for them.  She only hoped they weren’t smart enough to figure out how to bypass the blocks she’d put on the security cameras.  If they were… they would know exactly how to track her and find out where she was.
Their next obstacle was getting to the elevator that would take them down to the parking garage.  Ember held up a hand to stop Luke and cracked the door slightly.  The blare of alarms and the flashing red light flooded into the staircase, but that was all.  She waved Luke forward and they left the maintenance area.
Ember turned the corner and there were two security guards, their backs to her.  She immediately jumped back around the corner, whispered, “Guards,” and leaned against the wall to take a few deep breaths.  The guards were blocking the path to the elevator – but it wasn’t the only path.
Without another word to Luke, she led the way down a couple of the halls, twisting and turning but always sure of her destination.  They were to the elevator within a minute.
She punched the button to call the elevator down.  Unsurprisingly, it didn’t open.  They were locked down.
“Watch my back,” she ordered Luke.  She pulled out a small hand held from her pocket and booted it up.  Within seconds, she was tapping away.  She was using the vulnerability she had created to take over the elevator locks – a dead giveaway where she was and what she was doing, but she hoped by the time the security reached her, they would be long gone.
With a cheerful ding that could barely be heard over the alarms, the elevator doors popped open.  She waved Luke in first and then piled in behind him.  She hit the B for basement and felt the elevator jerking down.  They hadn’t parked in the garage, of course.  Luke had parked a couple of blocks away in an unmarked van.  In the garage, the security was only strong when stopping cars going in and out.  They’d be able to easily slip out on one of the sides.
Almost as easy as the hack should have been.  Ember still couldn’t fathom just what had went wrong.  She hadn’t made a mistake in her code, hadn’t tripped any silent alarms, hadn’t done anything wrong.  So what had happened?
“What happened, Ember?” Luke asked from behind.  “Was it something I did?”
She wanted to tell him that it was his fault, even though that would be a lie.  She didn’t want to take the blame for their failure.  What would that mean for her career?
But she actually liked Luke and respected him.  He may not have been as good as her, but she wasn’t going to throw him under the bus.
“It was something I did,” she answered.  “You didn’t do a single thing wrong.”
Not that saying that makes things any better.
The lights and alarms were still going off in the elevator.  She was already sick of the spectacle of the whole situation: all it did was reinforce her failure.  As if that’s not enough.
The sirens suddenly died.  The lights stopped flashing red.
“What’s going on, now?” Luke asked.  “Are we in the clear?”
The elevator dinged again as they reached the garage.  They were close to being home free.  Ember stood transfixed as the doors opened.  “No, Luke, I don’t think we are.”
Luke gasped behind her as he took in everything.
A man in a suit stood directly in front of her, a devilish smile on his face.  The first thing that Ember noticed was just how handsome he was: it was impossible not to notice that first.  Then she saw how well he wore the suit, the smug look on his face so much like the one she had worn earlier in the room when she had thought she was successful, and then she noticed the eight armed men behind him.  Their rifles were trained directly on her chest.  She could practically feel the little red dots moving across her.
“I’m afraid you’ve failed, Miss Manchester.  I have to hand it to you – it was an excellent attempt.  It took me a few minutes to find out how you injected the code into the mainframe.  But once I figured it out, it was easy to alter.  Even more surprising was your ability to lock down the camera system.  You almost – almost got away.  But I’m just too good.”
Ember had no idea who this man was, but she knew one thing: she despised him already. 
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Ember had been sitting in a small room for nearly three hours. There was no clock, but paying attention to numbers was what made her so good at her job, so she just knew.  The rest of the room was as bare as the walls.  She only had a table and two chairs to keep her company.
After they’d been caught making their escape, that man and his guards had taken her and Luke back into the building.  Luke was placed in one holding cell and Ember in another; she hadn’t seen or heard from anyone since.
Where did I go wrong?  She kept rechecking her code in her head, but she couldn’t figure it out.  As always, she’d done everything right.
The door opened and derailed her train of thought.  She half expected a detective to come in and start grilling her, but instead, the man from earlier walked in.  The way he strode in made her blood boil.  He was cocky and full of himself.  He had bested her, and he knew it.
“That was good,” he said, sitting down in the chair and crossing his legs in front of him.  He leaned back, the smug look still plastered to his handsome face.  Ember had to remind herself that he was the enemy.  He was the one who had caught her.
“How’d you catch me?” she asked icily.  Even saying those words hurt.  She never thought she would have to say them.
The man leaned forward, smiling even larger than before.  “Because I’m better.”
Those words hurt even more.  No one was better than her.  She had proved it hundreds of times before.  But maybe – just maybe, this man was good.  Better?  She didn’t think so.  But he was good.
“How?” she asked again.
“How did I stop you withdrawing the money to your offshore account, or how did I crack the camera codes and actually catch you?”
Ember bristled at the question.  He had a good point: either one of the codes she had used should have been untraceable.  But for someone to crack both of them, within the time span they’d been in the building… that should be impossible.
Ember didn’t answer.  She just glared.
“Okay, well, let’s start with the cameras,” the man said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers together.  “That was good.  Maybe even great.  Your code that you injected into the system was untraceable by normal people.  But I took a little bit of liberty in working with the camera code yesterday.  I used an algorithm for facial recognition to find you on the cameras weeks ago – when you posed as a camera tech and inserted your code.
“From there, finding the line of code you injected was simple.  I just changed a few parameters and voila – I was able to track your movements without you knowing.”
Ember felt her face flushing with shame.  It was something she never should have let happen.  She had jumped the gun, and it had gotten her caught.
“As to you cracking the system to withdraw the money, which was much, much simpler.”
“How?” Ember asked.  She couldn’t help herself.  She had to know.
“It’s the same exact thing I did two years ago,” he said, matter of factly.  When confusion crossed on Ember’s face, he continued, “It’s the technique I used.  The technique I invented.”
That’s not possible.  I created that technique.  I wrote the code myself.  No one else on this planet knows about it but me.
“Your DDoS attack threw me off, though.  Most of the techs upstairs were more focused on that instead of the actually attack.  I thought that was originally going to be the attack.  That’s something I haven’t seen before.”
“That was my assistant, Luke.”
“I know.  But he told me it was your idea.  Is that true?”
Ember scowled, but nodded.  “That’s true.”
“Brilliant,” the man said, standing up and slapping his hands flat on the table.  “That’s something I’ve never thought of in that capacity.  Brilliant.”
“Thanks,” Ember said, hesitantly.  Underneath all of his bluster, Ember could see something she didn’t often see – pride, intense desire, a thirst for knowledge.  Despite his smug exterior, this man was brilliant.  Maybe too brilliant.
“You’ll still get paid, of course.”
Ember felt herself let out a sigh she didn’t even know she’d been holding.  That was something she’d been worried about.
“If I hadn’t been here, your plan would have went off without a hitch.”
“Why are you here?”
“I was hired, the same as you,” he said, his smirk back on his face.  “You were hired to exploit vulnerabilities in the system, which you took great advantage of.  And my job was to stop you.  You would have succeeded without me.  So you passed, and you’ll get paid.  But now, we have an opportunity for you.”
“We?” she asked.
“I work for the company, now.  In fact, I was the one who hired you to test our defenses.”
So this is why I’m talking directly to this man.  He hired me.  He hired the best.  And then he shut me down.  Odd how that works.
“What’s the opportunity?” she asked, genuinely curious.
“I’m looking to hire on another hacker.  I can’t think of anyone who would be a better fit than you.”
Ember mulled it over, chewing on her lip.  This could be a good opportunity.
“What’s the catch?” she asked.  There’s always a catch.
“Well, you’d be working for me.”
“No deal,” she said.  “I’m not much of a team player.”
“You worked with that other man.  Luke.”
“I didn’t work with him.  He worked for me.”
The man’s laugh was light, as if that distinction didn’t matter.  “Okay.  You’ll work with me.  Is that better?”
“I’ll consider the offer,” Ember told him, sliding back in her chair as if it wasn’t a big deal.  As if she didn’t care whether she got the job or not.  “What’s the pay like?”
“Better than this.  Much better than this.”
“Hmm.”
“Be here at 8 tomorrow morning,” he said.
“Wait – ”  Ember meant to continue, I never agreed to the job.
But the man moved towards the door.  He opened it, looked back, and said, “Just ask for Rylan.”
Then he was out of the room, leaving Ember sitting in silence.
“Rylan,” she whispered, as if tasting the name.  Somewhat exotic, but it fit his looks.  Too bad they’re attached to that insufferable man, she thought.  Then she got up.  She decided it was time to head home.  She had a busy day with Rylan tomorrow.
Ember sighed.  She had no idea what to think.  About any of this.
*
In her apartment, Ember sat down at her personal laptop.  The first thing she always did after a job was check her bank account to make sure the money was there.  It had never not been there, but it was a habit she’d never been able to break.
It was there, of course.
Ember leaned back in her chair, running her fingers through her hair.  The job today hadn’t actually been real: she hadn’t been hacking a government agency illegally and their subsequent escape wasn’t a life or death situation.  She’d been hired to test the defenses, to prod their security, to show them just how vulnerable they were to hackers.  And she’d passed with flying colors.
Or she would have, if it hadn’t been for that man: Rylan.  Was it possible that he was better than her?  Could anyone be better than her?
It hadn’t been real, but it had felt that way.  Ember was good at what she did for many reasons, but one of them was how seriously she took every job.  Other hackers knew it wasn’t real, so they didn’t push themselves to the limit.  They got sloppy.  Not Ember.
She leaned back forward and opened up her work email.  Most were from the government, others were from less than stellar paying companies hoping to get her to join their ranks.
But one caught her eye: an unmarked email.  Now, how’d that get here?
She right clicked on it, inspecting the properties of it, making sure the source was valid and it wasn’t some bargain bin virus that would give her a headache for the 30 seconds it took her to deal with it.
It wasn’t.  She moved the mouse pointer to hover over the trash can button, but she didn’t click it.  Her curiosity was getting the best of her.
She clicked it and scanned the message.
Her heart nearly stopped in her chest and her blood ran cold.
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Ember sat in Rylan’s office. She’d been waiting for him for nearly half an hour, but that didn’t bother her. Opening that email from last night was still fresh in her mind. 
It had been from an old colleague.  He had once been a friend, but that time was long past.  He had been the one that had taught Ember everything she knew when she first started hacking.  But she’d quickly surpassed his skill and no longer needed him, and his jealously had gotten the best of him.
Michael.  She hadn’t seen him for years.  Hadn’t heard from him in years.  He’d effectively dropped off the face of the map, and Ember was thankful for that.
Especially after what he had threatened her with all of those years ago.
And now, he was making good on those promises.
When they were younger, she’d helped him hack into a couple of different databases and extract some information.  Nothing harmful, of course – but it had been illegal, nonetheless.  She’d been young, stupid, and wanted to prove herself.  Wanted to be accepted into Michael’s group of “elite” hackers.  She hadn’t been thinking when she’d done it.
Of course, that wasn’t the end of the story.  Michael had sold the information for an easy hundred bucks.  She hadn’t been involved in that part of it and hadn’t seen a dime, but it wouldn’t matter.
It could ruin her career.  Her signature was all over that data.  Those willing to hire her wouldn’t be able to look past what she had done.  After all, who would hire a hacker who they didn’t know they could trust?  Who might sell their information to the highest bidder?
The sound of a door opening brought her out of her thoughts.  Rylan strode into the room like he owned the place, as cocky as ever.  Just being around him was enough to make her want to scream.  She ground her teeth.
“You’re late,” she said through a clinched jaw.
Rylan grinned and ignored her comment.  He sat down and said, “I knew you would come around, after all.”
Ember wanted to ask him how he knew, but he answered for her by saying, “It’s just the kind of person you are, Ember.  I don’t think you’ve ever backed down from a challenge before.  I like that.”
“This is a challenge?” she asked.  How can it be a challenge?  I have no idea what I’ll be doing here.
“Swallowing your pride and working with me is,” he said, and laughed lightly.  Rylan opened up one of the desk drawers and pulled out a manila folder, set it on the desk, and flipped it open.  He began reading, “Ember Manchester, 26.  Didn’t attend college.  I mean, why would you need to?  What more could they possibly teach you?”
Ember sighed.  There was no point in Rylan reading this stuff.  It was all public knowledge.
But he continued, “Started hacking at age 18.  Worked for Michael Allston.  I take it things didn’t end well between you two?”
Ember bristled at that.  How does he know that?  No one knows that!
He glanced over the top of the folder.  “Looks like I’ve touched a nerve.”
She just glared.
“You worked with him for a couple of years, then split off and started your own business.  Testing the security of small businesses.  You only did that for a few months before moving to the private sector, then you started taking on government jobs.  They say there isn’t a system you can’t hack.”
“How did you know that?”
“I’ve followed your government records – ”
“No,” Ember interrupted him.  “How did you know that I worked with Michael?  No one knows that.”
“I have my sources,” he said, that smug look coming back to his face.  Ember wanted to wipe it off of his beautiful face.  If he keeps it up, I just might…
“Tell me, or I walk out this door right now.”
“The hacker world is small,” he explained, setting the file down.  “And, unfortunately, I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Michael Allston in person.  He mentioned you, once or twice.  He’s unfortunate to be around, I’ll say that much.”
“You can say that again,” Ember muttered under her breath.  She hadn’t meant for Rylan to hear it, but he raised an eyebrow in question.  Ember didn’t elaborate further.
“Well, let’s get down to what you’ll be helping me with,” Rylan said.  There was something in his voice and a glint in his eye.  What is he playing at?
*
What do you want? Ember typed.
What do you think? The email read.
Ember hesitated, but typed, I don’t know. I don’t want any trouble.
HAHAHA.
Ember didn’t respond to that.  What could she say?  What was there to say to Michael?  What was his endgame?  Why was he blackmailing her?
Another email popped up: You’ve sure been busy these past few years, Em.
Ember clenched her fists.  She had hated when Michael called her Em.  Now, after all of these years, it was even worse.
Was it because she’d been successful?  That she had graduated from Michael’s teachings, and made herself a lot of money and prestige doing so?  That she was desired, while he was unheard of?  She hadn’t heard of him since she’d walked away; it was possible he was making a nice life for himself on the black market, but not likely.
Was it because she’d turned down his advances?  Just thinking about how many times he’d told her she was beautiful, that she deserved someone who would love her and take care of her, that he was perfect for her made her shiver in disgust.
Or was it just because he was a spiteful man that could only gain pleasure from hurting others?
Ember thought it might be a little bit of all three.
Ember had to be careful here.  If Michael had the dirt on her, then the worst thing she could do was implicate herself even further through emails.  She typed: Meet at the coffee shop on the corner of 1st and Amethyst tomorrow at 9.
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His email came through with only two words: NOT YET. 
Ember bristled.  He was taunting her, teasing her, prodding her.  He knew that he had her wrapped around his finger, and he meant to advantage of that by making her wait.
Ember closed the laptop down and pulled her legs up to her chest.  She wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t.  Everything she’d built for herself could come crashing down around her.  She had money, more than enough.  But hacking was her passion.  What would she do if she couldn’t do that anymore?
She pushed the thoughts away.  Right now, there was nothing she could do.  She had to wait for Michael to make the next move.  She just hoped that he had enough sense not to make things worse for both of them.  Unsatisfied, Ember decided she should try to get some rest.  After all, she had a new job to go to in the morning.
*
Ember had her own office, so she had at least one thing going for her.  And the job agreement and salary terms she’d signed yesterday… those had been good, too.  No, better than good.  Great.  She had almost doubled her income overnight.
If I can delay Michael, if I can get him to back off for just a while.  I can take the money and run.  She’d always wanted to go to the Bahamas, though she knew that was a cliché.  She’d heard Spain was nice this time of year.  She found her mind wandering to far off locales; she didn’t notice Rylan come in.
She jumped when he said, “How are you liking the office?”
She gave him a scowl.  He already knew the answer, so why was he asking her?
“It’s fine,” she remarked.  It’s much more than fine, but I’m not going to admit that to him.  What wasn’t to like?  Her office was on the 7th floor, offering a stunning view of most of the city and the river below.  She turned to the windows that were in place of a back wall, staring down at the sunlight glittering off of the water.  It was peaceful.  But it wasn’t enough to take her mind off of Michael’s threats.
She turned back to see Rylan watching her.  He just smiled; she could tell that he knew she was lying.  What all does he know about me?
He came forward, pulling out a chair and sitting down in front of it.  He crossed his legs and then laced his fingers on his knee.
“Those chairs are for potential clients,” she told him, but she sat down in her chair just the same.  The table was rich, dark wood, heavy and expensive.  A computer that didn’t look like much sat off to the side, but she knew it was much more than it appeared: it was the first thing she’d checked out when she had got the key earlier this morning.
“You don’t have any potential clients until 11,” Rylan said.  His voice was smug.
“You just can’t mind your own business, can you?  Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.”
“You do work for me.”
“With,” Ember corrected.  “And that doesn’t mean you should hack into my calendar and check when I have my first clients.”
“My job is being prepared, Miss Manchester.  I like to check out every angle.”
“Sounds like you have trust issues, Mr. Ford.”
He bristled at that, as much as a man like him could: he ran a hand down one pants leg, smoothing out imaginary wrinkles.  Whether she’d touched a nerve calling him out on his trust issues or he was unhappy she’d been able to find out his last name, she wasn’t sure.  But she had gotten under his skin.
“Rylan is fine,” he said, getting up to leave the room.  He buttoned his suit up as he stood.
“That’s not how you address your boss,” Ember said.  He thinks he’s the only one that can dish it out?  He’s in for a nasty surprise.
He half turned towards her, as if he was considering saying something then thought better of it, and then left her office without another word.
“Shut my door!” she called out, but he never came back.
What is with that man?  Why is he so infuriating?  And why does he have to be so handsome?  She could ignore someone that she wasn’t attracted to.  She could ignore someone who didn’t exude charm like he did.  Someone who wasn’t so full of himself that it simultaneously infuriated and intrigued her…
Ember got up and slammed the door shut behind him.  She pushed him out of her mind.  She had more pressing matters to attend to: like her first meeting with a high ranking member of the military.  She tried to focus on that, but thoughts of Rylan striding out of her office kept filling her head.  And when they didn’t, thoughts of Michael crept in.
She got out of her chair and started to empty the small box of personal belongings she brought in.  There wasn’t much: her laptop, already securely encrypted, a small handheld PDA, and a phone charger.  She had considered grabbing a picture from above her fireplace, or maybe a vase with a half dead flower in it, but that wasn’t her.
She hadn’t wanted to bring the laptop in, but an email from Michael this morning that read: STAY IN TOUCH made her reconsider.  She’d made extra sure that there was no way the laptop would connect to the building’s Wi-Fi or any other access point.  She had a sneaking suspicion that Rylan would check out anything with a connection here; the last thing she wanted was him knowing her personal problems.
He would fire her in a heartbeat.  And I can’t have that, at least until I make some money.
She looked out the window again, watching the sun rising into the sky.  She felt guilty, just a little.  This was the kind of job she’d always wanted: high paying, well respected, prestigious.  She wasn’t just some basement dwelling hacker anymore, and there was no way anyone could think that.  And now, she was only thinking about it as means to an ends.  A way to get enough money to flee the country before her world came crashing down around her.
Maybe I shouldn’t have accepted the job.  But that was ludicrous: this was what she had always wanted.   And it wasn’t even that much different than what she’d been doing before.  More travel, sure, but she’d still be testing security, but on a much more serious scale.  She’d done a few government contracts over the years, but this was something else entirely.
And how did Rylan get these contracts, anyway?
She sat back at her desk and decided to do a bit of digging.  She had an hour to kill before her first client showed up.  So she started typing.
The first thing she searched for was TTech: the place she’d been hired to infiltrate with Luke, the place where she now worked, the place where Rylan was one of the head employees.
She scanned their website, but there was nothing of any real use.  The website didn’t say when they were formed, who had been founding members, or any other pertinent information.  It barely had a phone number.
She could see why, though.  TTech was a firm designed to perform what were normally illegal activities: part of the allure of a place like this was that it was hidden in the shadows.  Ember leaned back in her chair, grabbing a pen and tapping it against her teeth.
How did they get in contact with me, anyway?  She couldn’t remember.
She slid her laptop over to her and booted it up.  In seconds, she was searching through her emails, looking for the email that offered her the job.  It didn’t take her long to find, though it was cryptic in description: JOB OFFER, TTI.  Job offer, TTech Industries.
She clicked on it, scanning its contents.  There wasn’t much, and what was there was just as cryptic as the title.  None of that was suspicious: most of her job offers came through on encrypted channels.  That was just how things worked in this world.
There wasn’t much else to go on, so she decided to go a bit deeper.  She inspected the email, finding point of contact.  Even the most rookie hackers could do that much; but she kept pushing.  Tracking an email like this was usually easy, but this one was an exception.
And she knew why.
Rylan.  He did this.  And why wouldn’t he?  He considered himself the best of the best, and he wouldn’t want anyone to be able to link this email back to him.  But she already recognized his digital handprint.  There were just too many hoops to jump through, too many stops to find out just where this email had come from.
It took her half an hour of following data trails, old emails, bits of data that were left scattered across the internet.  But she finally found what she was looking for: an actual mention of Rylan Ford.  It wasn’t much, just a snippet mentioning a new hire deep in a government encrypted website not accessible to the public.
She sat back, beaming.  Rylan had worked hard to keep his persona invisible, but she’d found it.  It hadn’t been much, but it had been enough.  He was good, but she was better.
Of course, the information she found was barely useful.  Nothing besides a name and a date, which she suspected was the date he was hired at TTech.  It was only weeks before she’d been hired.  Rylan has been a busy boy.
She had hoped there would be more information on him: where he was born, family, work history, but there was nothing.  He was good.
Sure, she could have went through the TTech internal website.  She could have done that and found what she needed within seconds.  But where was the fun in that?  Ember liked the challenge.
But more than the challenge, she liked being able to beat Rylan.  Because that’s what it was: he had tried hard to wipe his name from history, but he hadn’t done a good enough job.  Because, unknown to Rylan: Ember was better.
She pulled up the internal website and started typing away.  After all, more information couldn’t hurt.  She grinned.  I am better, indeed.
*
“So how’d the meeting go?”
Rylan was back in her office, standing in the doorway.
“Why do you even ask?”
“I like to know.”
“You already know,” Ember said.  “You already know everything.”
“That’s true,” he conceded.  “But I’d like to hear your thoughts on it.”
“There’s some fear that there’s a security issue on their servers.  The General wants us to go in, probe their defenses.  We can do it remotely, but he wants us there in person.”
“And what do you think about that?” Rylan asked.  For once, he didn’t seem like a know-it-all.  He seemed as if he actually cared what her thoughts were on the matter.  Is that possible?  Why would he care what I think?  That wasn’t fair, though: he’d hired her, so he must have had some kind of faith in her.
Ember shrugged her shoulders.  “If that’s what he wants, then I guess we should do it.  Though that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
Rylan actually chuckled at that.  “I think we’re going to get along just fine.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Then he was gone, leaving Ember alone in her office.  She glanced at the clock.  It was nearly 5.  One of the things Rylan had stressed was that they didn’t have to work any certain hours, but now that she was working in an official capacity, she realized she kind of liked the idea of a real job.  She leaned back in her chair and decided to relax until 5, then she would hit the road.
She heard the distinctive noise of an email coming through on her laptop.  She felt her heart drop in her chest, fearing the worst.  Ember glanced over, confirming her fears.
It was a message from Michael.  She looked down at it, willing it to disappear, but it stayed there, unread.  She clicked on it and scanned it.  If possible, her heart dropped even further in her chest.
Well, at least I have plans for dinner, now.
She left the office eleven minutes before 5.
*
She’d never liked Vasily’s, even in the best of times.  Now, though, she hated it.  The email had told her to get there at 7 and reserve a table for two.  She’d done just what Michael had said.  He hadn’t told her to order a bottle of wine, but she’d done that anyway.  She was two glasses deep when she saw Michael coming.
He looked different, now.  His thick and shaggy brown hair was gone; now he was completely bald.  He’d lost a lot of weight and packed on some muscle.  His face looked mostly the same, but now there was a dangerous predatory look to it.
“Hello, Em,” he said, sitting down across from her.
Ember took another drink of wine before an icy, “Hello, Michael.”
“How have you been?”
Ember didn’t answer.
“Well, if you’re not going to talk, then this is going to be a long and awkward dinner,” he grinned at her, but his grin had none of the charm that Rylan’s did.  Ember found herself wishing that he were here, that he could take care of Michael for her.
But why would he?  He’s just my boss.  He has no interest in my personal problems.  But she so wished he did.
“Get to the point.”
The waitress came over, holding two menus.  Michael waved her away with a look of annoyance.  Ember hid her face in shame.  Michael had never been tactful, and that hadn’t changed over the years.
“I’m just so impressed with all of your good fortune,” he told her, reaching across the table and grabbing the bottle of wine.  He didn’t bother pouring it in the glass.  Instead, he just took a long pull from the bottle.  When he pulled it away, red wine stained his lips and ran down his chin as he grinned.
Looking at him made Ember sick to her stomach.  She wasn’t just worried about his threats: seeing him brought back bad memories and made her feel physically ill.
“How’s the new job treating you?”
“That’s none of your business,” she replied, putting as much force into her voice as possible.
It was the wrong move.  Michael leaped forward in his seat, like an animal in a cage.  “It is my business, Em.  Without me, you would be nothing.  And I think it’s long past due that you paid me what you owe me.”
“I don’t owe you anything!” she told him, and she meant it.  “How long was it before I surpassed you?  Before I didn’t need you to teach me anymore?”
Michael’s eyes blazed.  She knew she shouldn’t prod him, but she couldn’t help it.  He wasn’t just acting like a dangerous animal, he was one.  He reminded her of a rabid animal that needed to be put down.
“It sounds like you’re forgetting about our little experiment a few years ago,” he said, his voice low and dangerous.  Ember didn’t answer.  “If you are, let me refresh your memory.  We did a little hacking piece that resulted in some very illegal money transfers.”
“I had nothing to do with that part of it!”
“But no one else is going to see it that way, Em.  You’re in just as deep as I am.”
“So, what?  You’d go down, just to take me down with you?”
Michael’s laugh was scary.  “In short, yes.  I’ve hit a rough… patch in my life, it seems.  And I need some cash to get back on my feet.  I’m sure you understand.”
“How much to make you disappear?”
“Ten grand.”
Ten grand.  I can handle that.  It was a lot of money, but Ember had always been good with saving and putting away any money earned.
“That’s just for tonight.”
Tonight.  Ember felt her heart stop.
“Then, we’ll go from there.  I think I’ll need more, soon.”
Ember reached into her purse and pulled out the money, already bundled up.  She’d been expecting something like this.  She tossed it across the table.
“Stay out of my life,” she ordered.  Michael’s grin told her that he wouldn’t.  But she’d bought herself some time.
She got up and made her way out of the restaurant.
“I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Em,” she heard from behind her.
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If Rylan noticed she was a nervous wreck the next day, he didn’t say anything. In fact, he actively avoided her after poking his head in first thing in the morning. Ember was thankful. 
She’d had one meeting today, but the client had left a message on her machine telling her he would have to reschedule.  The relief she had felt was immeasurable.
Outside, rain fell against the windows and thunder boomed, matching her mood perfectly.  She’d always been a fan of storms, but even this one couldn’t pull her out of the funk she was in.  She had turned her chair around to watch the storm, feet braced against the window.  Lightning flashed across her face.
After Rylan had peaked in earlier in the morning, she’d went to the door and locked it.  Then she’d drawn her blinds down.  She didn’t want to be disturbed.
And it wasn’t because she was wracking her brain with a way to get out of this mess.  She had just given up.  The $10,000 she’d given Michael wasn’t life or death for her, but it was a large chunk of her escape fund.  If she kept giving him money like that, she’d never be able to afford to flee.
Plus, she was digging herself into a deeper hole.  It was nearly noon.  He hadn’t emailed her yet.  Every time her laptop beeped with a new email, she felt herself jump and cringe.  But it was never Michael.
Is that enough?  Will he finally back off?  She didn’t think so.  If she’d been willing to give over that kind of money immediately, he had to know she had more stashed.  He would be back, and she figured he would be back sooner, rather than later.
She only saw a couple of different ways out of this, now, and none of them were good.  She could beat him to the punch – turn them both in and hope her career survived the hit.  Or, let him bleed her dry.  She could flee, but she had a sinking feeling that he would find her.
Or she could do something much more… drastic.  But she didn’t want to think about that, now.  She’d given up.
So, she sat, lost in her thoughts.
She screamed when she heard the door open behind her.  She spun her chair around, thrown off from leaning backwards in it, just a bit too fast – and fell onto the carpeted floor.
She got up, looking at Rylan.  He looked bewildered as he watched her climb back into her chair.  She could feel her face blazing crimson.  For a few brief seconds, at least, her mind was off of Michael.  Instead, it was focused on how much of an idiot she had just made of herself.
“Don’t you knock?” she asked, trying to gain control of the situation.
“Just checking to see if you were still here,” Rylan stated.  Ember glanced at the clock: it was 6 in the evening.  Where had the time gone?
“You still could have knocked.”
Rylan shrugged.  “Something on your mind?”
She shook her head, a little more firmly than she meant to.
“Just had a bad day,” she said, trying to cover her tracks.  Obviously, there was something wrong, but she couldn’t tell him the truth.  Hopefully, he believed it.
“Let’s do dinner,” he said.  It wasn’t a request, exactly.  Rylan’s confidence was grating: it was like he just expected her to agree to it.  But it does sound great.
“I can’t,” she lied.  Why does he want me to go to dinner with him, anyway?  But she couldn’t: she hated to think what would happen if Michael emailed her and she didn’t respond right away.  Or if he saw her out with another man.
He raised an eyebrow to her, so she continued, “Already have plans tonight.”
He smiled a warm smile.  “I insist.”
“Rylan, really, I appreciate –”
“You’ve sat in this office all day long with the blinds down and your door locked.  You haven’t answered your phone once,” he said.  Ember looked over at the phone: there were four missed calls.  She hadn’t heard her phone ring once.  “I needed to talk to you about a potential client.  But you were unreachable.”
“Rylan, I’m sorry.”
“So, let’s go get dinner and discuss it.  I need some additional input.”
“Rylan...”
“It’s the least you could do,” he said, and his smugness was back.  He knew that he had backed her into a corner.  There was really no way she could say no.
“Fine,” she said.
“Great,” he said back.  God, I want to wipe that smirk off of his face.  But it’s not the only thing I want to do to it…  Ember followed him out of her office, trying to keep her dirty thoughts out of her head.  For a few minutes, she didn’t think about Michael once.
*
They actually did drive past Vasily’s.  Ember laughed as they did so.  She didn’t know what she would have done if that’s where Rylan had decided to take her.  Rylan glanced at her, but he didn’t ask and she didn’t elaborate.
They pulled up to a place she’d never heard of before.  Rylan pulled the car up to the front and a valet walked around to the driver’s side door, opening it for him.  Another did the same for her.  They stepped out of the car and Ember watched as Rylan tipped the man handsomely.
She looked at the restaurant.  It was high class, fancier than any place she had ever been to.  It wasn’t that she didn’t have the money – for now, anyway – but she’d never had a reason to go to one.  She kept mostly to herself, though that was her personal choice and not because
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