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      Being a female modern day Robin Hood came with risks—like being caught. Seth Maxwell was too smart for his own good . . . and I was now in the position where I had to make a deal with the devil himself. Get turned over to the authorities, or agree to be this man’s plaything for two weeks.

      

      It was an indecent invitation, but one I couldn’t resist . . .
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      I was in the office holding down the fort when I got the call about the job.  Of course I was on my own, since my two partners, Vaughn and Bryce, were on other assignments.  They always seemed to get the exciting jobs while I, the man with the hacking abilities, sat behind my desk most of the time using my computer skills in various ways.

      My specialty in the military had been technology and I’d been the one to put our IT team together at Elite Protection and Consulting when we founded this security company. I enjoyed what I did, but my hacking skills were low on the list of client requests compared to Bryce and Vaughn’s offerings.

      Even my time after work had grown more . . . quiet and boring, since both Bryce and Vaughn now had women to occupy their time and preferred their company over mine after hours.  Go figure.

      Vaughn claimed I just didn’t understand because I was single. I hadn’t ever been in love. And honestly, that comment was damn rich coming from the man who had claimed he hated people too much to ever want to spend the rest of his life with one. He was almost as bad as Bryce, our perpetual playboy—at least until Leigh walked into his life and stabbed his heart with one of her stiletto heels. Leigh was terrifying, which was why I liked her. She was good for Bryce, just like Claire was good for Vaughn.

      While I rolled my eyes at Vaughn’s declarations, I could admit I felt a little… left out. It had been one thing when it was just Vaughn and Claire. But then Bryce fell for Leigh—and that had been fine, especially since Leigh now worked with us and I considered her a friend. But seriously, I was now the odd man out.

      Okay, so maybe I was wondering when I’d find someone who accepted me the way my friends had. So what? I wasn’t going to dwell on it. I told myself the moment I started looking was the moment the game was up.

      None of my friends had been searching for love when they’d found it. We were rough men who’d had difficult lives. We killed people when necessary and we weren’t always moral or legal in how we went about protecting our clients. It was hard to find a woman who would accept that—the light and the dark within us. But if my friends had gotten lucky, I told myself I would, too. I just couldn’t be desperate for it.

      The call came in, distracting me, and thank fuck—it was a tech job. Rare, but those requests gave me my own personal boost of adrenaline. Computers were, to me, like how musical instruments were to other people. I loved seeing how they worked and learning every inch of their hardware and software, making them sing for me in their own unique way. Vaughn hated tech jobs, and Bryce had no clue about the finer workings of anything electronic, but we hadn’t received a lot of those assignments lately, which had been fine with my partners.

      As for me, I’d felt increasingly annoyed, but now my itch would be scratched and I couldn’t be happier to relieve my own personal stress by diving into a case that was well suited to my interests and abilities.

      I listened patiently to what the potential client—Damien Harcourt, the CEO of the Smirtech company—wanted. Apparently, someone had been systematically robbing them. Their accounts were out of whack, and Damien’s suspicion was that someone high up—someone he otherwise trusted—had been altering the finances and figures.

      “The money and expenses just aren’t adding up,” he explained on the phone while I paced leisurely back and forth in my office.

      Unless I was working with computers, I didn’t like to sit still. There were few things that could calm the restless energy inside of me. Diving deep into computers and their inner workings was one of them. The other…well, those distinct and erotic proclivities were another reason I was unsure a woman would ever want to be with me on a long term basis.

      “Are you suspicious of anyone in particular?” I asked.

      “No. We’re a rapidly growing company, especially since we opened our cryptocurrency division, and I’ve had to rely a lot on my C-level team to handle our growth and development. I trust all of them—or I did until I realized that money was leaving our company and vanishing.” He exhaled a frustrated stream of breath before continuing. “I don’t know where it’s going, but I know that the expenses listed are simply untenable and they don’t make any sense. Someone’s trying to make it look like we’re spending money on viable expenses, but I know how my company runs, Mr. Maxwell. I know what we do and don’t need.”

      “Of course, of course,” I soothed. I wasn’t anywhere near Bryce when it came to my people skills but at least I was sympathetic, unlike Vaughn who had no patience for coddling. “I think it’s very responsible of you to keep such a close eye on everything. Most CEOs let the rapid success get to their heads and next thing you know they’re scrambling to find a way out of debt.”

      “Will you be able to find the rat?” Damien asked. “I don’t think I can trust my internal tech team since I don’t know who’s responsible, and I don’t know enough to trace where the money is disappearing to do it myself. I’ve made a few attempts, but this person seems to have prepared for an internal investigation and the trail keeps getting stymied.”

      That was typical of a professional embezzler—which made me instantly suspect that if it was a C-level executive betraying Damien, then they’d hired someone either from the tech team or from the outside to really put in the dirty work. Most executives barely knew how to update their phones, never mind staying one step ahead in a financial scam. It was why they were so easy to catch. Ponzi schemes, that was all these idiots knew, and even that wasn’t fool proof and eventually collapsed in on itself.

      “Of course I’ll do my absolute best, Mr. Harcourt,” I assured him. “However, I think we need to proceed with caution. If the person rerouting these funds is close to you and knows that you’re looking into things, they might cut and run or do something else to wipe away the evidence of what they’ve done. We don’t want that. Perhaps you can bring me on as a consultant, or for another reason? We’re coming up on the time you’ll need to do a quarterly report, so it could be related to that.”

      “Yes, yes, good idea.” I could easily imagine Damien nodding eagerly along with my suggestions. “I’ll figure something out so no one thinks twice about why you’re the new guy at the company.”

      Perfect. “In the meantime, I’d like you to compile a list of who you think could be skimming off the top, and who in your company would have the access, the ambition, and the selfishness to do something like this. Once you have a list compiled, I can investigate each person independently while I'm also following the digital trail in your system. Sound good?”

      “Yes, I can do that.”

      “Excellent.” I stopped pacing and glanced out the window overlooking the city skyline, my mind already on the job. “It will take a few days for us to plan everything and set me up, and then I can come into the office. I’ll have to be on-sight for a lot of the investigation. It’s always best to search the computers themselves rather than trying to hack in to them from a distance. Does that work for you?”

      “Yes, that’ll work.” Relief suffused his voice. “I don’t want to lose any more money than I need to, but I don’t want this person to get suspicious. Take the time you need to do this right.”

      “I appreciate that, Mr. Harcourt.” I nodded absently. “You can be assured you’ll have my full attention on this case.”

      I always appreciated it when our clients could actually be reasonable. People came to us scared, upset, and fearing for their lives. They came to us on the verge of losing their companies or their loved ones. That meant—understandably—they could be pretty damn upset and not in the mood when they learned their needs couldn’t be met immediately.

      Luckily, Damien Harcourt didn’t seem the type. Thank fuck.

      Privately, I hoped this job would be a bit difficult to solve. I wanted something intellectually stimulating. I wanted an exciting challenge.

      If I’d known what was in store for me, I might not have hoped for that quite so hard.
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      It never ceased to amaze me how exceptional filthy rich assholes were at convincing people they were actually good guys, really, definitely a philanthropist who earned his wealth and wasn’t a corrupt jackass who benefitted from handouts to amass his success.

      Maybe it was just that people were so desperate to believe in the myth of a benevolent rich man, a savior, like the kind you saw in comic books—the Batmans and Iron Mans of our fantasies. Maybe it was that the ones struggling hoped with a little luck and hard work that they, too, could be so rich and loved.

      Who knew the real reason. All I really cared about at the end of the day was being able to balance the scales a little. Taking back some of what corporate greed owed and redistributing it. Until the day the government got off its ass and actually taxed the rich like they deserved, it was up to people like me to set things right—or at least as right as I could.

      That was why I was here, at Smirtech. Balancing those scales, so to speak.

      Damien Harcourt was another guy who loved to present himself as the easygoing multi-billionaire with a humble, Zen smile, but I knew that his startup was benefitting from the disenfranchised and slick political pay-outs the same as all the others.

      Damien ran Smirtech as a company that had a new way of funding small companies and productions in order to give them a helping start. Real benevolent of him, right? He’d recently expanded into crypto, which had led to massive expansions and investments, all unsupervised by regulations or laws.

      Crypto was uncharted territory for many and confusing for a lot of people, and it wasn’t regulated or managed properly. With no oversight and most people in the dark as to how it worked, that digital currency was perfect for anyone who wanted to rob people blind.

      Damien Harcourt wasn’t any different.

      It was only a matter of time until the reckless way he played with his clients’ funds for his own selfish financial gains sank him and his company completely. But until then, I was going to skim off his portion of all that excess greed myself and give it to people who really needed it.

      With that money, I was able to actually give people cash in hand, the number one thing they needed to get them out of debt and into better situations. There were so many so-called programs to help those who struggled, but how many of those government agencies gave them the money they needed to fix their problems as they saw fit? Dignity and the ability to make their own choices were important to people. Food stamps and housing were great and necessary, but they didn’t get rid of credit card debt or help with uninsured medical expenses that piled up.

      I liked to think of myself as a modern day Robin Hood.  Skim from the obnoxiously rich and corrupt, and give to those in dire financial situations.

      Getting a job at Smirtech had been easy. This wasn’t my first rodeo, after all. I had an excellent resume working at both financial firms and handling cryptocurrency, and Smirtech was in desperate need of people who actually knew what they were doing with the latter, as well as experienced in handling other people’s money.

      My resume was real, actually. I had never been caught skimming at any of my previous jobs, and I had always gotten out before it was too late. That was something most people who tried to do any kind of thievery, moral or otherwise, didn’t realize. You didn’t jump ship when the writing was on the wall—you gracefully bowed out while things were still going really well, and before anyone noticed the missing money.

      I’d started immediately by setting up a bank account from which I could funnel funds from the company into various GoFundMe campaigns to help people with their medical debt and other necessities. Once that system was automated and I’d set the parameters, I could focus on finding local people who needed cash in hand and convert the crypto personally for them.

      It was important to me to set up both an automated system and a manual one. If it was just one or the other, it was more easily detected. But with a combination of the two, the trail was much more difficult to find. I had access to all of the company’s accounts—or, well, I did once I wrote myself a computer script that gave me access to them—and I could fudge the books so that it looked like the usual expenses.

      In my experience, newer guys like Damien Harcourt were too focused on spending their wealth to realize that some of it was going missing. They were too busy being high on their success. Honestly, a lot of the prior places I’d hit before had gone bankrupt through nothing I’d done, but simply because their founders and C-level execs ran the place into the ground by overextending the company and spoiling themselves with excessive expenditures.

      Maybe that was the beginning of my downfall—I had grown complacent. I had decided somewhere in the back of my mind that I would never be caught, and I had acted accordingly.

      Or maybe it was just that I hadn’t gotten laid in far too long.

      I came into work on Monday and immediately knew something was up when Tony, my supervisor, waylaid me. He looked like he hadn’t slept, which was normal when it came to Tony, but he had an extremely manic look in his eyes, which was very different from his general sense that he was sleepwalking through the day.

      “There’s some kind of inspector here, from a security company,” he said in a panicked tone as he dragged me by my arm through the office. “I need you to talk to him.”

      A new security company?  I frowned as I tried to process what this might mean, while also hoping it wasn’t going to be a problem for my extra-curricular activities. “Why me?”

      “Because you’re more articulate than I am, and you’re prettier than I am, and I haven’t had my coffee yet,” Tony said, then added in a lower tone, “Also, he’s incredibly handsome and I know I’ll just make an idiot of myself the moment I open my mouth to speak.”

      I laughed. “Tony, you have a boyfriend.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can no longer be an idiot around handsome men.” He let go of my arm but put his hand at my back instead, pushing me forward into the conference room on our tech floor.

      I was going to roll my eyes, but then I saw the man standing at the head of the conference table frowning down at a laptop, and instead I nearly tripped over my own two feet.

      Okay, so the guy was very handsome. Gorgeous and incredibly hot, actually. He had neatly trimmed dark blond hair and a square jaw, with attractive features that could grace a men’s magazine.  He was tall and lean, but his arms beneath the crisp white shirt he wore looked strong enough to pick me up with just one hand.

      And this guy was in tech? He looked the complete opposite of all the nerdy geeks I worked with on a daily basis.

      Regaining my composure, I swallowed hard and walked up to him, sticking out my hand in a professional manner. “Hi, I’m Ariana Kent. I work in the IT department here at Smirtech. How can I help you?”

      The man looked up at me, then his breathtaking blue gaze scanned me from head to toe, as if assessing every inch of me. “Miss Kent,” he acknowledged with a nod.

      He slipped his hand into mine, giving it a firm shake. Jesus, even his hands were large and strong, and I felt an undeniable rush of desire flow through my bloodstream. Even my knees went a little weak.

      I quickly shook off my reaction.  What was wrong with me? I hadn’t swooned over a man in ages . . . even if everything about this man was completely swoon-worthy.

      “I’m Seth Maxwell,” he said, his voice a smooth, deep rumble made me shiver in reaction. “I’ve been asked to take a look at your security systems. Now that Smirtech is dealing so much in crypto, Mr. Harcourt wants to see if there’s any need to strengthen the firewalls. As you probably know, once a transaction in crypto is made it’s nearly impossible to undo it, which means scammers can get away with robbing you blind.”

      I nodded, and now my throat went a little dry, even though it wasn’t possible that he was aware of my covert activities. “Of course. That’s why I was hired. I have experience in crypto and worked for several companies that integrated the digital currency into their workforce before it became mainstream. I can’t say that mistakes weren’t ever made, but I can say that I have a lot more experience from those mistakes than most people do in the world of crypto.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Seth smiled at me, and I could feel my stomach turning into a flock of butterflies, which I immediately tried to squash. This wasn’t my first encounter with a guy who could possibly gum up my system. But it was my first time with someone who distracted me so easily. I told myself I could handle the temptation, but being attracted to the man who could possibly bring me down was dangerous.

      Seth tipped his head toward the laptop that was set up in front of him, the one he’d been perusing when I’d entered the room. “Why don’t you walk me through the system?”

      “Sure thing.” I grabbed an extra chair and pulled it up to the head of the conference table to give him a rundown of everything, focusing on the techy stuff instead of how amazing he smelled standing next to me. “As you know, Smirtech wanted to give small businesses and other lower-level productions a way to handle their portfolios when they can’t yet afford the big firms and want to start building up savings. It’s vital that companies and startups build up their savings for a rainy day and don’t rely solely on their cash on hand.”

      What I didn’t tell Seth was about all the illegal funds that Harcourt, himself, was siphoning into the company for his own gain and to avoid taxes as he converted that money into cryptocurrency, essentially laundering his money, because blowing the whistle on that would defeat my purpose of skimming those illegitimate deposits.  I never touched a client’s money, interest, or investments . . . it was all about sticking it to those who were already corrupt to begin with.

      I opened up our various accounts to show him how our systems worked. “I’ll give you a basic tour and then you can ask me any specific questions you have and I’ll be happy to answer them and show you anything else you’d like to see.”

      Seth took a seat next to me, close enough that his hard muscular thigh brushed mine, and gestured for me to begin. “Go ahead.”

      I wasn’t sure how much this guy knew and what level of an expert he was, so I decided to just give him a walkthrough of all our systems, like I would anyone else. There was no reason for me to hide anything. If he could find my network piggybacking on top of Smirtech’s, then he’d have to do it on his own. I wasn’t going to help him out with that, clearly, and a simple tour of our software wouldn’t be enough to give it away. No, he’d have to hack into the nexus itself down in our computer room to find any evidence of what I was doing.

      In the meantime, I made a mental note to fortify my own network—perhaps disable the automatic one and strip things down a bit and mix up the coding. It never hurt to be too careful.

      Besides, who knew how good this guy really was at actual computer tech? He was security, so he was probably used to cameras and real-life problems. Built like he was? This Seth was most likely a body builder who didn’t know as much about computers as he should.

      “So.” I logged in with my credentials. “As you can see, I have a level three clearance as a member of our tech team. Most employees have a level two clearance, and then Mr. Harcourt and a few of his trusted C-level execs have level four, which is the highest level but generally reserved for sensitive documents rather than actual hardware like we techies have to deal with. People like the cleaning crew, temps, and receptionists have level one clearance—just enough to get them things like emails, into and out of the building, that sort of thing.”

      Seth nodded. “Who can give me level four clearance?”

      My eyebrows shot up as I stared at him. “You’d only need level three clearance in order to access everything in our security system, Mr. Maxwell.”

      Why would he need to get into the documents of our C-level executives? Did he need to look at something from the legal department? But what would that have to do with network security?  My gut was telling me that there was more to his presence here at the company than simple security protocols.

      His gaze held mine, direct and undeterred. “As I told Mr. Harcourt, I need access to absolutely everything in order to properly investigate and make a thorough evaluation of the system. I don’t want to have my progress impeded because I ran into a brick wall.”

      I just barely restrained myself from rolling my eyes. Okay, he might be handsome, but he was a stubborn jerk who clearly liked to feel powerful just for the hell of it, same as the rest of them. Pity. “All right, my boss, Tony, will be the one who can get you that clearance. I’ll have him talk to you.”

      “Any reason you’re the one talking to me if another person is your boss?”

      I bristled in annoyance. “Tony’s job is more about handling the members of our team and delegating. I’m the person who knows this system inside and out, so I’m the person you want to talk to if you want an expert.”

      Seth gave me his full attention, and I once again got the impression that he was looking right through me. Then he turned back to the computer. “Could you get level four clearance if you wanted?”

      “I have no reason for it.”  Despite the uneasy feeling settling in the pit of my stomach, I said, “I suppose I could ask Tony to give it to me. He trusts me.”

      “Good.” Seth nodded. “I might need to use your account to look into things. See if you can get that clearance.”

      I took a deep, slow breath. Yeah, not good.  Not good at all. “Why would you need my account, specifically? Can’t you just create your own?”

      He casually drummed his fingers on the conference tabletop. “Of course that’s what I’d prefer, but if people in the company can follow my trail back to me, they’ll get nervous when they see an outsider looking at things and poking around. But if it’s a high level employee doing it, it’ll seem like business as usual.”

      Okay, that was it. I straightened in my chair and called him out on my suspicions. “Mr. Maxwell. I hope I’m not overstepping here, but this sounds to me like more than just a simple security check.”

      He arched a brow at my accusation. “Don’t you think I should know what any tech employee could get access to so I know the potential pitfalls of the system?”

      “If you’re really a security agent, you’ll know that there’s only so much computers can do. There’s a human element that you can’t eliminate. We’ve tried to eliminate it, but it’s impossible. In fact it makes the system worse. So if you’re trying to get in as an employee and keep people from being spooked, that means you think there’s someone who needs spooking.”

      Seth glanced over my shoulder, like he was checking to make sure there was nobody listening in, then slid his gaze back to mine. “If there is someone who needs spooking, then I’d like to keep it as under wraps as possible. So how about we just get you level four clearance, and you keep going about your job as usual.”

      I desperately tried to push down the panic trying to find its way to the surface. “What if your investigation lands me in hot water?”

      “I won’t let that happen,” he said, looking and sounding sincere.

      If I was a law-abiding employee maybe that would be less of a concern or problem, but I wasn’t. If my account got flagged because someone thought I was the one snooping where I shouldn’t be, they might look deeper into it and see what I’d really been up to all this time.

      “You say that, but I can’t afford to get fired.” I was definitely going to have to look into my system after this and cover some tracks. Maybe even put in a dummy network to throw this guy off the scent.

      “You won’t get fired. Trust me.” Seth smiled warmly at me, and I suddenly felt like my spine was melting. He just had to be charming and have a panty-dropping smile, didn’t he? Damn it.

      I sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to change his mind. “Well, I’ll talk to Tony. Let me finish giving you a tour of what I can do with my level three clearance, first, and then we’ll see if you really want or need access to level four documents. Sound good?”

      Seth nodded, a pleased look in his eyes. “Sounds good.”

      Great. This was just what I needed.
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      Ariana Kent was gorgeous.

      The moment she appeared in the doorway of the conference room I knew I was in trouble. She had creamy, porcelain skin and big brown eyes with long, sweeping lashes, and a lush mouth that put dirty thoughts into my head, as did those long, slender legs of hers extending from the tight pencil skirt she wore.  Her rich chestnut hair fell to her shoulders in soft waves, and the way she held her shoulders back drew my gaze to her full breasts and spectacular cleavage, along with the peek of lace where the first button on her blouse had been left undone.

      She also didn’t trust me. That could be a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand it showed that she was smart and knew something was up, more than just a basic security check on the system. On the other hand, it could mean that everyone else would figure out my real purpose for being here—or that she had a reason to be on edge and suspicious. Could be anything at this stage.

      Tony—the department manager—had assured me she was the best in the department, and I needed her. I planned to figure this system out on my own, but having access through an employee’s account would be helpful to double-check things. You always had to have a double blind. You couldn’t take any chances when dealing with a computer system or a complicated network. It was like a labyrinth where people could feasibly block up the pathway behind you.

      Ariana seemed suspicious of me from the start, though. I might have to come clean with her, which would be a hell of a problem if she was part of the scheme somehow, which I hoped wasn’t the case.  But I wouldn’t put it past whoever was stealing the money to rope an actual tech expert into it with promises to share part of the wealth. And then, when they inevitably got caught, the perpetrator would make the techie the fall guy, and try to walk away clean.

      Which meant I needed to tread very carefully during my “inspection”, and keep my own cards close to my chest.

      Ariana gave me a tour of the entire system, and she leaned closer when I navigated parts of the network myself, so she could see what I was doing. She was warm against my side and smelled like vanilla musk, and it was more distracting than I’d thought it would be. I hadn’t been distracted by a woman in… well, ever. I trained in the military and always kept my focus on the job.  Until now.

      Ariana was right, though—Smirtech seemed as equipped to deal with crypto as any company could be at this juncture with so much still uncharted territory for the new form of currency. I would have to look at the numbers for the accounts to see what Damien had dug up when he realized that someone was stealing from him, but I suspected that part of why he’d been targeted was what I’d mentioned to Ariana earlier—a crypto transaction was insanely difficult to undo, thanks to the blockchain technology on which it was built.

      Which was perfect for a thief. The money would be theirs and unretrievable by Smirtech the moment that the crypto dropped into their wallet, and from there into a traditional bank account and converted to cash.

      “Could you show me the code that tracks transactions within the company?” I asked.

      “Sure, but you’d have to talk to accounting if you want to see things like the budget,” Ariana replied. She easily maneuvered back into the system and pulled up the information I’d requested. “You can see various transactions from company accounts here, but unless you want to figure out the budget yourself transaction by transaction, you’ll want to talk to accounting. They’ll have already done all that for the various reports to the shareholders.”

      They would, but how accurate were those accounts? It would be easy for someone in accounting to adjust the books, or for a C-level executive to get the real report, then fudge the numbers in a fake report, and turn that in to everyone else. It was going to be a mind-numbing process, but I would have to go transaction by transaction as Ariana said, and compare that with the reports to see if it added up.

      I scrubbed a hand along my jaw and stifled a groan. I had a lot of work ahead of me.

      Ariana glanced at me as I scrolled through the code and accounts, getting a feel for things. “Do you need any assistance?”

      That surprised me. “You want to help? That would be an additional workload on you.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll be honest, I don’t have to do too much. I’m on call for software glitches and other issues but I don’t build the code myself. I’m familiar with it though,” she added quickly. “I’m just more of the fix-it guy.” She grimaced. “And the ‘explain why we can’t make the site do what you want it to do’ guy.”

      I knew all about that. Executives wanted their brilliant new idea realized without thinking about if it was actually logical or feasible. “Well, if you really do have the time, I’d appreciate having someone who knows this system from the ground up to lend another pair of eyes. And I’ll make sure that any trouble that might arise from using your login will fall back on me. I don’t want you to get in trouble because I was the one poking around.”

      She bit her bottom lip for a moment, then said, “I, uh, I hope you’re able to strengthen whatever weak spots you find in the system.”

      I nodded, playing along with my reason for being at Smirtech, even though I knew she had her suspicions about me. I hoped I could go all the way and trust her with the truth—it would make my job a lot easier, but for now I held back. “I’ll be in touch. Perhaps I could get your phone number so I can contact you directly?”

      “Sure thing.” Ariana dug out her phone.

      “I promise, I’ll only contact you about work.” I didn’t want her to feel that I was one of those guys who would make it personal. Even if there was a part of me who wanted to make it personal—I had a job to do first and foremost. That was what I had to focus on. And I wasn’t in the business of making women uncomfortable.

      At least not without her permission.

      Ariana blushed a little, and handed me her phone with a blank contact page open for me to put in my name and number. I inserted both, then handed it back. My phone chimed with a text a moment later from a new number: Guess who.

      “I’ll ask Tony to up your clearance and get me mine.” I stood up. “It was nice meeting you, Miss Kent.”

      “Nice meeting you, too, Mr. Maxwell.”

      Ariana suddenly smiled brightly at me and I suddenly wondered what it would take to make her feel shy, to knock her off her game and have her blushing from head to toe. Or getting on her knees and submitting to my indecent, filthy demands. . .

      Dangerous thoughts. I ignored them and went to track down Tony. Sure, it had been a while since I’d had sex, but that didn’t mean I was going to get distracted from my assignment by a pretty face, long, sexy legs, and great tits.

      Tony was happy to give both Ariana and me access, accepting my story that I needed to analyze things on two accounts in order to ensure that coding and software actually worked, and to conduct certain tests. From there, I locked myself in an unoccupied office and pulled open a spare company laptop to get to work.

      For the first part, I just did some exploring. I wanted to know this system inside and out the way the coders did. Unfortunately, it didn’t give me any definite answers about whether the person stealing needed a good knowledge of the system or not. I would have to look into the financial statements for that, but in the meantime I set up a few alerts within the code to ping me on my phone if someone tried to mess with something.

      When that was finished, I went up to the accounting department and retrieved copies of the financial reports to compare them to the individual entries in the electronic database. That was going to take hours of not-so-fun busy work and I wasn’t looking forward to it, but the comparison needed to be done.

      I left the room, locking it behind me, and went to grab a coffee from the break room. When I entered, I found Ariana in the break room as well, grimacing as she sipped some coffee and scrolled through her phone.

      “Hard at work, huh?” I teased, grabbing a mug. There was a box of donuts on the table—I grabbed one of those, too.

      “Hard at work the same way you’re eating a healthy lunch,” Ariana replied, gesturing with her mug at the donut in my hand.

      I shrugged. “Nothing wrong with a little treat.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little work break,” she said back with a smirk.

      I chuckled, enjoying our banter. “Touché.”

      Ariana went back to her phone and I watched her. It was stupid of me, but… it wasn’t like the thief was going to disappear in the one hour it would take me to have a proper lunch.

      “Actually,” I said, putting the donut on a paper plate for later, “would you like to grab something to eat with me? I’m sure you know what’s good around here.”

      Ariana fumbled her phone, nearly dropping it. “I—what?”

      I tipped my head in amusement. “I’m asking if you’d like to grab lunch.”

      “Right, no, I get that.” She blushed again, intriguing me. “I just—are you sure?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I replied, wondering why she was so hesitant. “Any reason I shouldn’t?”

      “I’m a terrible conversationalist,” she blurted out.

      “You haven’t met my friend Vaughn,” I said with a grin. “One time our other friend Bryce dared him to stay quiet for a week and didn’t realize that would actually be easy for him and he was happy to do so. Vaughn won the bet.”

      Ariana laughed. “Well, all right. I suppose I could take the time. But if there’s an emergency and I get an alert on my phone I’ll have to head back immediately.”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “I get that. I worked in coding in the military, so trust me, I understand that when it’s an emergency, it’s an emergency.”

      “The military? Wow.” Ariana’s smile looked different than it had before.
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