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Ember Manchester’s life was a mess. She didn’t even know where to begin. Had her problems started when she met Rylan, or had it been her career choice? Maybe her problem wasn’t Rylan, not exactly – maybe it was her selection in guys. 
      Or, she thought, maybe I’m just really, really unlucky.
      She had stepped out of her apartment five minutes ago only to immediately be grabbed from behind.  She’d tried to scream, but a hand had found her mouth and then a dark sack had been pulled over her head.  Her hands had been bound behind her back. Screaming wouldn’t have mattered, anyway: it was the middle of the night.
      Rylan is going to kill me.  The thought wouldn’t leave her mind.  It was ludicrous: she’d just been kidnapped for who knows what reason, possibly by Seth Mathews and men who wanted to kill her, and she was worried that Rylan would be mad that she was going to miss out on one of their little night excursions.  He’s just going to have to take our mark down without me.
      She was lifted off of the ground and thrown bodily into what she assumed was the back of the van.  She couldn’t hear much over the rumble of the engine and the frantic speaking of the men who had kidnapped her. She caught a few phrases, but nothing that stuck out to her – whoever these men were, they were good.
      She didn’t know how long she was in the back of the van.  Time seemed to have lost all meaning for her.  A few times during the trip, she’d tried asking questions, fishing for answers – but had received nothing.  The men inside of the van hadn’t even acknowledged that she was there.
      At least they have the heater going.
      Finally, after what she imagined was hours, she felt the van slowing down.  Then it started moving again for a few minutes before coming to another stop.  Each time the driver hit the brakes, Ember would slide around the back of the van roughly.  She was glad when she heard the van finally die.
      Then the back of the van opened and hands grabbed her, lifting her harshly into the cold, night air.  She stumbled along as they led her down a paved path, but where to, she couldn’t be sure.  She heard a door open and then she was pushed forward into a heated room.  She felt legs kick out and press the backs of her knees, forcing her to collapse downwards – falling, falling – and she landed in an uncomfortable chair.  Her hands were untied.
      The sack was ripped off of her and she blinked at the bright light of overhead lamps.  She squinted, eyes watering, and saw a man’s shape looming over her.  After a few more blinks, his face started to come into focus, but even as he did, he said, “Sorry about all of that, Miss Manchester,” and she instantly knew who he was.
      In front of her was General Briggs.  The same man that had hired her to spy on Rylan and steal a stolen prototype from him was now her kidnapper.  She knew he worked for the United States military – or she hoped he did – so at least she hadn’t been kidnapped by Seth Mathews.  If that happened, she knew, she would be as good as dead.
      “It’s fine,” she bit off, simultaneously annoyed and thankful to be alive.  “Was that really necessary?”
      He shrugged his big shoulders.  “Probably not, but we’re not in the business of taking any unnecessary risks.  I trust that money is treating you well.”
      It was Ember’s turn to shrug.  “At the expense of crushing guilt every time I look upon Rylan, yeah, it is.  Let me guess: you have another job for me.”
      The General laughed, a deep rich sound that surprised Ember.  He’d never been what she would consider funny.  In fact, he’d always been dead serious, so his laugh surprised her.
      “You’d be correct, Miss Manchester.”
      “I told you,” she told the General, massaging her wrists as she did so.  “That was a one time job.  I’m not going to do any more spying on Rylan.  I’m not going to do any more questionable jobs for you.  I just want to do what I’m good at: hack, play around with technology, and keep my head down.”
      “That’s why we reached out to you.”
      Now, it was Ember’s turn to laugh.  “That’s what you call kidnapping, now?  That’s rich.”
      “The offer is for four million.”
      Ember’s laugh died in her throat.  Her last payday had been a cool $2 million.  It was enough to set her up for life, if she played her cards right, which she intended to.  But doubling that… that was something else entirely.  She’d have nearly $6 million stockpiled for a rainy day.
      “Four?”
      “Four,” the General repeated.  “And all it takes is for you to do what you’re good at.  No more spying, no more stealing.  Just straight, good hacking work.  It’ll be tough, I’ll give you that.”
      The General was saying all of the right things to get Ember interested.  Hacking, loads of money, and a tough job?  She almost told the General to sign her up right then and there.  But she was a little bit more conscious, now.
      “What are the details?” she asked.  She already had a feeling that she would accept no matter what the details were.  It wasn’t just for the money: she liked the challenge, and if the United States military had come to her specifically, then it must be tough, indeed.
      “Nothing leaves this room,” the General began.  All traces of his laughter earlier were gone.  He was back to being the exact man Ember knew him to be.  She nodded, and he continued, “Our government is being infiltrated by a Russian syndicate.  We’ve been tracking them for the past three years.  It was nothing alarming, at first – a few refugees here, a couple of different remote hacks there, nothing that couldn’t be turned away or monitored.  But over the past few months, things have changed.
      “We’ve been hit harder than we’ve ever been hit before.  Earlier, we were just dealing with probes.  The syndicate was testing our defenses.  And I’m sad to say that they found out our weaknesses.  And we have no idea who is leading them or even the slightest clue on how to stop them.”
      “How bad is it?” Ember asked.  She’d heard of hacker groups doing stuff like this, but they usually focused on smaller businesses – never an entire country.  And the United States of all of the countries to infiltrate – it made her head swim.  “What kind of damage can they do?”
      “Catastrophic.  Enough to take down the global economy.  There are agents in the Pentagon, White House – you name it.  Whenever we catch one hack, or one of the operatives, another springs up in their place.  We’re losing money, and we’re losing information.  And most importantly, we’re losing time.”
      Ember put her head between her hands.  She could hardly fathom what could happen if the Russian syndicate took down the government.  From the sound of it, they were already in position, taking it down from the inside.
      “I’ll do it,” Ember said.  What else could she say?  It wasn’t just the money, it wasn’t the challenge – it was the right thing to do.  She might be the only person in the entire country, with maybe Rylan as the exception that could prevent something like this.  “But after this, I’m out.  Out of the game, altogether.  Forever.”
      She promised herself that.  It wasn’t that hacking wasn’t her life.  But she was smart.  Doing something like this, taking down these people would put a target on her head.  If she kept doing what she was doing, she was bound to eventually cross the wrong people, and all the money in the world wouldn’t save her, then.
      “And I want your help.  Your promise that I’ll be safe.  These people will be gunning for me, if I do this.  You know that.”
      The General nodded his head.  “That is a very real possibility.  But we’ll do whatever it takes to ensure your safety.  You have our word on that.”
      Ember wanted to laugh.  She didn’t know how good their word would be, especially if the Russians had already infiltrated the government.  They could have infiltrated the military with ease, as well.
      As if that’s what the General was thinking, he said, “We can’t trust anyone else with this.  After this meeting, we’ll be going entirely dark.  Keep up your daily routine.  Don’t draw any attention to yourself.”
      “A little late,” Ember muttered.
      “We’ve thought of that, as well,” the General said.  “We’ve arranged for this to appear as an elaborate robbery.  Anyone watching you will believe it.  Trust us.”
      Ember shuddered – what kind of man was the General, truly?
      “Is that all?” she asked.
      “There is one other thing.  We’ve found you a… partner.”
      “Absolutely not!” Ember said.  “I’m best when I work alone.”
      “We think you’ll like your partner,” the General told her.  At that moment, a door in the back of the room swung open and a man walked through the door.
      No, that’s a kid, Ember thought.  He was wearing jeans and a plain, white t shirt.  He had glasses and unkempt, messy hair.  A little bit of a five o’clock shadow covered his lower face.
      “Ember Manchester, meet Xander Cole.  Xander, this is Ember.”
      “How old is he?” Ember asked, ignoring Xander altogether.
      “Eighteen this last November,” Xander piped up.  Ember was by no means old – but Xander was barely 18.
      “I can’t do it,” Ember said, getting up and throwing up her hands.  “I can’t work with some kid.  He’s barely out of high school!”
      “Xander here is the only reason we even know that it’s the Russians behind these hacks.  He’s the future, Miss Manchester.  In fact, I dare say that with some guidance, he may become more talented than both you and Mr. Ford, combined.”
      Ember scoffed at that, but she turned towards Xander.  He looked bashful, untested, but… smart.  Still, she didn’t do teammates unless the job called for it and she absolutely had to.  And this job certainly didn’t.  She didn’t need to babysit some inexperienced kid years younger than her.
      “So, I’m here to watch over him?  To babysit him?  Honestly, why am I even here?”
      “You’re here to crack this syndicate, and Xander is here to help you.  He can’t do this without your help.”
      “Fine,” Ember said, though she still didn’t like it.  The thought of watching over someone else was infuriating.  At the same time, the idea that she could teach some of her techniques to another hacker was intriguing.
      “He’s already been hired on at TTech,” the General explained.  “It’ll allow you two to be in close contact during all hours of the day.  It’ll also give you a good excuse to work together after hours.”
      Ember narrowed her eyes.  The thought of inviting another man into her apartment, no matter how young, mad her heart pound in her chest.  “Is this one going to try to kill me, too?”
      “Kill… you?  Never!” Xander exclaimed.  He had no idea about what Ember was talking about, of course.
      “He’s trustworthy.  We’ve vetted him hard.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to.  How you two crack this syndicate – that’s up to you.  But don’t waste any time.  I’d recommend that you get started tomorrow.”
      “Fine,” Ember growled, utterly defeated.  The idea of $4 million kept flying through her head.  That was the only thing that was keep her going right now.
      An expensive job… one that was tougher than any she’d ever worked on… all for national security… and a new partner, to boot…
      What was going on?
      She didn’t even have time to ask Xander any questions, because another sack was pulled over her head.  She hadn’t even heard the man come up behind her.  She felt her hands being tied behind her immediately.
      “No!” she yelled, but it was pointless.  She felt herself being drug along the floor, her feet trailing uselessly behind her.  Then she was out of the building, the cold air washing over her body, and she was thrown into the back of the vehicle – she still assumed it was a van.
      So yes, her life really was in shambles.  Her ex boyfriend had tried to murder her.  Her ex ex boyfriend was still her boss that she’d betrayed.  And now, she was tasked with taking down a crime syndicate with the help of some kid.
      Could it get any worse?
      She felt something hit the back of her head, hard, and everything went black.
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The last thing Ember wanted was Rylan outside of her door, but there he was. Her head was throbbing and she’d barely gotten any sleep. She knew there were dark bags under her eyes and her mind was slow. 
      “Jesus, Em,” Rylan exclaimed, striding into her office.  She didn’t have the energy to tell him to call her Ember and she certainly didn’t have the energy to stop him from walking around her desk, taking her head in his hands, and inspecting her.  “I just saw the news.  Why didn’t you say anything?  And why are you here?”
      For once, Rylan was the caring person she knew he could be – but so often wasn’t.
      “I didn’t want to miss any work,” Ember told him, cracking a smile.  She winced – even that hurt.
      They really know how to make a kidnapping look real.
      “What’d they take?  Who was it?  We can figure this out.”
      “Just some money.  No idea.  Just let it go, Rylan.”
      “You were kidnapped!  Robbed!  And you act like it’s not a big deal!  How’s your head?”
      “Stiff.”  She didn’t have to lie about that.
      “I can’t believe it,” Rylan muttered.  He sat down on the edge of her desk.  “Do you think it was Seth Mathews?”
      Ember shook her head.  “No.  If it was, do you thinking I would be sitting here?  Just some random mugging.  All they wanted was money, and they got it.”
      Rylan looked frazzled – even more than Ember felt.  Which made sense – she knew why she had been “kidnapped”, while Rylan had thought it was an actual kidnapping.
      Still… They could have taken it a little bit easier on me.  But she knew that for anyone watching her, the kidnapping had to appear real.  She’d found herself dumped on the sidewalk in front of a closed down pizza joint in the early morning.  The shop owner, who was prepping for the day, saw her and called the cops.  She’d spent the next few hours in the hospital, simultaneously getting checked out and questioned by the police.
      Then she’d went to work.
      “Let’s switch gears,” Ember suggested.  Rylan looked skeptical.  “How are things this morning around here?”
      “I have some new hires,” Rylan said, both of them trying to forget last night’s events.
      Ember raised an eyebrow.  She had expected to hear about Xander, but someone else?
      “Are they trustworthy?  No more Stan’s?”
      “I did my research,” Rylan said.  “Actual research on them.”
      Ember knew that was directed at her, but she didn’t mind.  She had brought Stan – or whatever his actual name was – down on them.  She’d fallen for him and let him into her life, endangering not only her own, or even Rylan’s – but the entire world.
      “How are you doing with what happened with Stan?” she asked.
      Rylan shrugged and turned away.  He kept his cards close to his chest, and this appeared to be no different.  Rylan had killed that man.  He may not have meant to, but he had.  He’d knocked him off of a balcony railing, almost killing himself in the process.
      “You can talk about it,” Ember offered.  “It couldn’t have been easy.  Going over the ledge with him.”
      “It was the easiest thing in the world,” Rylan told her.  His smug attitude was gone.  He wasn’t gloating, he wasn’t trying to talk himself up – he was completely honest.  “When I saw it was either you or him, I took the chance.  And when I saw that if I didn’t act, you would have shot him and had to live with this guilt – I could never do that to you.  Not in a million years, Ember.  So, I don’t need to talk about it.  I would do it over and over again if it meant keeping you from this fate.”
      Ember couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  Rylan wasn’t a man to let his feelings out, and this was uncharted territory for her.  Before she could say anything, or reach out and let him know that she appreciated him for what he did – he leaned over her desk – 
      She’d expected a kiss from him, something she’d experienced more than once and always longed for, even when their relationship was stormy – but he leaned across her desk and punched in a button on her desk phone.
      It rang a few times before the receptionist answered and said, “Yes, Miss Manchester?  How may I help you?”
      “This is Rylan.  Send up our new hires to Miss Manchester’s office.”
      “Right away,” the receptionist said, and Rylan hit the button again to hang up the call.
      Ember knew she was blushing.  She’d been expecting a kiss from Rylan, and she couldn’t believe that she’d actually wanted one.  There had always been something there, something lurking just below the surface, but Ember didn’t know if it would ever amount to anything else.
      She couldn’t get over his dark past, what little she knew of it, anyway.  He’d worked for Seth Mathews, doing who knows what.  He wouldn’t let her in, so she didn’t pry.  For the most part, she was content with letting him keep her at a distance.
      At that moment, the door to her office opened up.  Rylan wasn’t close to her, but he was sitting on her desk facing her, so he quickly spun around and stood up.  Ember did her best to compose herself.  Between her embarrassment at wanting the potential kiss and how she looked from the night before, she wouldn’t be putting on her best impression.
      But she knew it wouldn’t be a first impression for everyone coming in.
      A tall, dark haired woman came in first.  She wore a long, red dress with matching red heels.  She had bright green eyes, a serious yet beautiful face, and a body that said she took care of herself.  Ember’s eyes glanced over at Rylan.  He was entranced.  Ember felt her blood start to boil.
      The second person coming into the room was, of course, Xander.  His eyes went wide when he saw how bad she looked – a stark contrast to the night before.  But Rylan didn’t notice: he was still focused on the other woman, and she couldn’t see Xander’s face from where she was standing.
      The woman looked at Ember and Ember thought she saw the slightest hint of some predatory smile.  Ember wanted to say, “He’s mine.  Stay back.”  But that wouldn’t have been true.  Rylan wasn’t hers, Rylan had never been hers, and he would never be hers.
      “This is your new boss, Ember Manchester,” Rylan said, indicating Ember sitting in her desk.  Ember got out of her chair and shook both of the new hire’s hands as Rylan was continuing, “We have a unique style around here.  Despite that I run the company, Ember is every bit as capable as making decisions as I am.  If you have any questions and you can’t find me, go to her.  And if you can find me, go to her, anyway.”
      The woman laughed, as if that joke was the best she had ever heard.  Ember just cracked a smile.  Xander looked nervous.
      “Ember, this is Xander Cole.  Xander is going to be our first real hacker in the company.  He’s here to help us out in any way possible – he’s a cut above all of the rest here,” Rylan was explaining.  It wasn’t necessary, though.  Ember knew this already, and even if she hadn’t already met Xander, then she would have assumed it, anyway.  Most of the other employees of TTech were no more than amateur hackers and IT support types – they helped, but they never knew exactly what they were doing.  And using other employees was a good cover for what Rylan and she really did around here, anyhow.
      “And I’m Natasha Reese,” the woman said, introducing herself before Rylan could.  Her voice was husky, but still seemed to flow out of her red lips like silk.
      “Natasha here isn’t with us in an official capacity.”
      “Yet,” she purred.
      “Yet,” Rylan conceded, his smug grin back on his face.  Ember had never seen it used on someone else, and even though she wanted to smack it off of his face half the time he used it – she didn’t like seeing him smile like that at another woman.  “She’s a liaison to another company we’ll be working closely with over the next few weeks.  If things go well, we may be bringing her over to join our team.”
      “Let’s hope,” Ember bit off.  Even Rylan, who was so infatuated with Natasha Reese, noticed that.  He glanced at her, his calm exterior breaking for a split second.  Then Ember plastered her best smile on her face and attempted to put the room at ease.  Xander looked like he was about to explode.
      “So, I’m going to lay this all out on the table,” Rylan said.  “We’ve already had you two sign confidentiality agreements, so there’s no worries there, Ember.”
      Ember nodded, as if she was really worried about that.  She had to admit, she was intrigued at what Rylan was cooking up, this time.  To bring other people on board – it must have been big.
      And probably not illegal.  By the books.  He wouldn’t risk one of his crazy schemes with outsiders.
      “Ember and I have been working on a special prototype,” Rylan began, and Ember knew where this was going.  Guess not.  “It was recently stolen from us, and I mean to steal it back.”
      “Who stole it?” Natasha asked.  Ember looked past her and at Xander.  He hadn’t said anything, but she could tell that he knew exactly what Rylan was talking about.
      “That’s not important, right now,” Rylan explained, vague as always.  “What is important is that those who stole it will use it to attempt to bring down the government, and that’s something we obviously just have to stop.”
      “Why not just go the government?  Tell the military?” Xander piped up.  Everyone turned their stares on him: Rylan and Natasha because suggesting that was ludicrous, in their line of work; Ember because she knew
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