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Asher 

After my ex-wife’s betrayal, trust isn’t just hard­, it’s dangerous. At Fantasies, Inc., I keep things controlled and professional. Until Emma walks in. Brilliant, beautiful, and impossible to ignore. She’s supposed to strengthen our software. Instead, she’s breaking down every wall I’ve built.

Emma

Men have always my family name or my sister. Never me. I stopped believing in a real connection a long time ago. Working with Asher is…different. Beneath his annoying control, meant to keep everyone at arm’s length, is a man as wounded as I am. And the closer we get, the harder it is to pretend we’re not falling for each other.

Our past traumas define us, or so we thought. We never set out to save each other, yet here we are.
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There is some tech speak in this book and they are not misspellings. 

FI = Fantasies, Inc.










  
  

Chapter One
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Emma 

I sat in my small car in the warm spring air, trying to convince myself to get out. Why was I so nervous?

My boss, Alex Manning, called me right around sunrise and told me Fantasies, Inc. had hired Tri-O-Tech to streamline and expand the existing corporate mainframe and facilitate seamless integration of domestic and international operations. I needed to be at their facility by nine.

I’d handled projects like this before, so this would be a breeze. Or so I thought until he told me I’d be working on site. When I asked why I couldn’t work from the lab at Tri-O-Tech as I’d done in the past, apparently the guy in charge of the technology department was a control freak with a dash of paranoia who insisted all work be done inhouse because they didn’t want to permit the degree of access required for a project of this scope to an outsider. End of.

Which landed me, an introvert, a loner, in a place I’d never been to, working with a company I’d never heard of, in an unfamiliar environment, about to start a project on a network I knew nothing about and whose architecture I hadn’t been allowed to study. And the cherry on the top of this sundae? I’d be doing this while people I didn’t know were looking over my shoulder.

And one more thing: Alex hinted, no, actually insinuated that doing this job would help me get the promotion I craved.

No pressure. Sure…

I sighed.

“Come on, Emma, get your ass out of the car,” I muttered as I squared my shoulders and gathered my determination. After I retrieved my backpack and hoisted the strap over my shoulder, I closed my eyes and allowed myself a moment to enjoy the warmth of the springtime sunshine.

Okay, it’s now or never.

I had a flash (pun intended) of regret that I hadn’t worn sunglasses when the sun reflecting off the mirrored windows of the Fantasies, Inc. building nearly fried my retinas. I could almost make out the company logo—a red heart with devil’s horns—in the afterimage flashing on the inside of my eyelids. My sight finally recovered, and I started the short walk to the entrance.

I live outside of Seattle, which meant driving right into West Seattle and dealing with all the traffic. Luckily, I made it with more than enough time to gather my courage.

I stepped off to the side of the automatic doors so as not to block others from walking into the building. Some of them glanced at me and smiled, then continued on their way. They all seemed very relaxed and comfortable.

I glanced down at my black slacks and purple blouse. Yes, I was wearing sneakers, but I wanted to be comfortable. I fit right in.

Well, let’s do this.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped through the revolving door.

The coolness of the building’s AC wafted over my skin. The lobby was nicely decorated in neutral shades with sofas and chairs arranged in groupings around low tables. There were a few people waiting, probably meeting someone.

The large reception desk was backed by a mahogany paneled wall with the company name and logo in brushed steel mounted at its center. At the desk, a tall man in perfectly tailored slacks and what was obviously an expensive button-down shirt said something to the receptionist who smiled, said something back, and they both laughed.

Another deep breath and I made my way over to the desk. The receptionist glanced at me and made the slightest gesture, and the man turned. When our gazes locked, I stopped breathing. His green eyes were assessing, and I couldn’t help feeling like I lacked something he was searching for. I adjusted my backpack and forced a smile.

“You must be Emma Palmer,” the man said and extended his hand. “I’m Asher Donahue, head of Technology here at Fantasies, Inc.”

“Mr. Donahue.” I shook his hand and heat invaded my veins. I took in his short dark hair and the slight scruff on his face. A shaft of awareness slid through my body.

“Call me Asher.”

“Emma.” I pulled my hand away from his, but my gaze stayed on him. Why did he look familiar? He shouldn’t.

“Our first stop is HR so we can get you set up.” He gestured toward the elevators with a smile, and damned if my pulse didn’t skip a beat or two. “See you later, Jessica.” He started for the elevators, and I followed, assessing his broad shoulders and perfect ass, which didn’t do much to calm my heart down.

I fought to keep my attention on where we were going, not how he made me feel. He scanned his badge and then pushed the button for the elevator. When it arrived, we stepped in and Asher scanned his badge again, then pressed the button for the sixth floor.

“Access to all the floors is badge-controlled.” He paused. “I should’ve shown you the Savory café and Daily Perks, the coffee shop on the first floor.”

“No worries.” I kept my gaze on the elevator doors. “The company seems very security conscious.” A lot of companies had tight security, but this was next level. I liked it.

“We are.”

I barely stopped myself from tapping my toes as the elevator moved. I could smell Asher’s cologne. A nice sandalwood and cedar scent that pleased my senses. I gasped.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes, sorry. I just remembered something I need to do.” A white lie, but his question and the tone in his voice made me remember where I’d seen him before. It was at a party I attended several months ago with the douchebag who ditched me the minute we got there.

I ended up hiding in a corner, trying to figure out how to escape the party and make my way home when a couple of women nearby started talking. It didn’t take long for their conversation to morph into the typical mean girl sniping. I intended to ignore it—really I did—until I heard douchebag’s name and where did he find such a drabulous, ordinary plus one. This led to an in-depth analysis of my wardrobe. They were sure I bought my outfit at some second-rate thrift shop. But, hey, thrifting could be great if I had any fashion sense. No, in their opinion, I was completely lacking. Then came the hair critique. The stylist who did my cut and color was incompetent at best, not even worth one star on Yelp. And last but never least… Who taught me how to use makeup, and I definitely didn’t take care of my skin because I looked like I was a hundred years old. Yeah, the douchebag was probably just looking to get laid.

Well, thank you very much. Not.

The only truth in their review? Douchenozzle very likely was looking to just get laid. What else was new? Another guy out for what he thought he was owed after dinner and a date. I was an object rather than a person.

After the plastics left in search of other victims, I pulled out my phone and tapped the rideshare app. I was paying more attention to my phone rather than where I was walking and hit what turned out to be a wall of pecs and abs that belonged to a drop-dead handsome man.

Asher.

His hands on my shoulders kept me from landing on my butt, his touch firm and gentle at the same time. His head was canted just off center, and his brow creased with concern as he asked if I was okay. His voice was a perfect match to his looks—a little rough, deep, and all kinds of warm, like brandy on a cold day.

I managed to convince him I was fine, and just my luck, before either of us could say anything more, a woman sidled up to him, whispered something in his ear, and drew him away. I never figured out if it took a second or minutes before my phone vibrated in my hand to let me know my ride had arrived.

I returned to the real world when the elevator doors opened to a tastefully decorated reception area. This was definitely not the usual stark, cold utilitarian office décor. Soft carpeting, windows for natural light, yet kept the heat out. Some open area in the center and separate offices along two of the outside walls.

“Good morning, Mr. Donahue,” the blonde woman behind the desk said.

“Good morning, Sarah. Miles is expecting us.”

“He is.” She flashed a wide smile. “Please go right in.”

Asher nodded and turned to me. “Right this way.” He gestured for me to proceed him. At the end of what was a short hallway, there was a door with the name Miles Holt, Director of Human Resources, on it.

Heat flashed over my skin as Asher brushed my arm to knock on the door. He didn’t wait for an invitation before he opened it.

“Morning, Miles.” Asher guided me into the office. “This is Emma Palmer. She’ll be working with me to integrate domestic and international operations.”

The man sitting behind the desk stood. Tailored slacks, open neck of his button-down shirt, both in neutral colors. So business casual seemed to be the style here. His brown hair was cut short; his green eyes twinkled, and his smile reached his eyes as he extended his hand.

“Ms. Palmer, we’re glad you’re here.” We shook hands.

Warm handshake and a feeling of genuine welcome.

“Mr. Holt.”

“Please, Miles. Let’s sit down.” He gestured to what appeared to be a cherry conference table big enough to seat at least ten people. That’s when I realized his office was huge. Two sofas and a center coffee table with an arrangement of what looked like fresh flowers, end tables at both sofas, brass lamps, all in all, understated elegance. If I had to guess, the whole room ran at least one-third the length of the entire floor. Miles grabbed an envelope and file folder off his desk, cherry in the style that matched the conference table.

The men waited until I sat before they took their seats. I was used to the other coders in my office treating me like one of the guys. I wasn’t sure how I felt about being given this special attention.

“Water, coffee?” Miles asked.

“I’m fine.” Was I? My skin felt tight, and my heart didn’t seem to want to work right. I took a deep breath. The last thing I needed was to have a panic attack, especially when there was no reason to have one. The last thing I wanted right then was for Asher to figure out I was the torn apart girl he’d almost rescued all those months ago. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to recognize me, and it was better that way.

“All right. I have an NDA for you to sign before you can start work.” Miles opened the file folder and pulled out a sheet of paper.

“NDA?” Of course. They wanted to protect any information I learned about them. So why was I surprised?

Asher shifted next to me, and my attention focused on him.

“Because of the scope of this project and in the interest of expediency and to avoid any roadblocks, you’ll have sysadmin permissions globally. You will have access to private employee information as well as privileged research and development information. We’re aware that there is very little likelihood it will be necessary for you to access such information, even so, we require the NDA.” Asher crossed his arms over his chest.

He was right to be cautious. Any leak of proprietary information could destroy a company.

“Actually,” Asher said. “We also have some special app requests, which, we’re given to understand, is another of your strengths. We’re hoping you’ll be willing to work on that as well. It was part of the agreement with Tri-O-Tech but strictly subject to your acceptance.”

“I can do that.” It would’ve been nice for Alex to tell me this.

Miles leaned forward and laced his fingers over the folder in front of him. “I’m assuming you researched us before coming here?”

“I wasn’t given time. My boss called me around six-thirty this morning and told me to be here by nine.” I glanced at Asher and back to Miles. “I was told the project was network streamlining and integration of domestic and international operations.” What had Alex gotten me into? I thought back to the name: Fantasies, Inc. I’d assumed they were a gaming company.

Miles sat back in his chair and glanced at Asher. By his expression, I was pretty sure some silent message had passed between them.

Asher turned his chair toward me, one arm on the table, the other on the chair arm, his posture exuding an air of casual arrogance. “If you don’t want to sign, you can leave. And thank you for taking the time to meet with us.”

Excuse me?

I stiffened, and my eyes widened. What was his problem? “May I see the NDA and contract, please?” Good. My tone was as cold as the brick in my stomach. I held my hand out, relieved to see it wasn’t shaking.

Miles handed it to me, and I began reading. Pretty standard NDA and contract. I wouldn’t discuss in any detail what I was doing with anyone outside the company. I wouldn’t disclose the inner workings of Fantasies, Inc. I would be an independent contractor with Fantasies, Inc., and they would be paying me directly, not through my employer.

Which immediately raised the question: What was Tri-O-Tech getting out of this? The job was expected to last a month but could be extended if needed. Oh, here was the kicker. I would be working with the head of IT, which meant Asher, almost exclusively.

I blew out a breath and signed the NDA, then initialed each page of the contract, signed it, and pushed both documents across the desk to Miles.

“Thank you.” He slid them into the file folder and emptied the contents of the envelope that had been under the folder onto the table. “I want to make you aware that your pay is the same, and Tri-O-Tech is being paid a stipend for you being on loan to us.”

I nodded and stared at the items on the desk. A key card with my most recent picture from Tri-O-Tech—but how did they get it—what looked like a credit card, and a lanyard.

“This is your key card. It will open the parking gates for you. The parking garage next door is for employees. It will also work in the elevators and if you need to come into the building or get out of the building outside of business hours.”

Oh yes, they were very security conscious, not unusual with companies, but this was a new level. What the heck did Fantasies, Inc. do?

“This card allows you to get food in the café or the coffee shop. It’s a perk of working here. Both are on the ground floor, and there’s an employee lounge on the second floor.”

“I’ll take you on the grand tour when we get done here,” Asher commented.

I took the cards from Miles. “I’m assuming you got this picture from my boss?”

“Yes, he sent it to me shortly after we called him.” He pushed the lanyard across the desk. “This is for the cards. Most employees find it easier than trying to search for them.”

Miles gathered the paperwork and dropped it on his desk.

“I’m glad you’re staying,” Asher whispered.

“Why?” What was it about him that got to me so easily? Even the night of the party, I’d been drawn to him.

“Because I can’t wait to work with you.”

His expression was a mixture of interest and excitement. Okay, maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.








  
  

Chapter Two
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Asher 

Why the hell was I flirting with Emma? I couldn’t seem to help myself, and there was no company rule about dating another employee. Hell, look at Marcus and Cassie. But this was new for me. We would be working together, and she reported to me, but we both reported to the president, John Boyd.

Her dark hair was gathered and pinned up, and I wondered what would happen if I plucked those uncomfortable looking clips from her hair and let it fall down her back. I’d probably get slapped and lose any chance of any kind of relationship with her, not to mention Miles and John would probably have my family jewels in a vise if Emma walked away.

Whoa. Mind out of the gutter, at least for now. I just met the woman, and today was the first time I’d spoken more than four words to her. Well, that’s not exactly true. I met her at some party a few months ago.

Did she remember? She ran into me, literally. With that deer in the headlights look on her face, I had asked her if she was okay, but I got pulled away before I got anything more than a nod. I felt the same invisible pull to her then as I did now. It was more than her looks. Yes, she was a beautiful woman, but she was also very quiet—some would say shy. Is that what drew me to her? It did surprise me she hadn’t researched Fantasies, Inc. I wondered what type of company she thought we were. She was going to have a rude awakening when we worked on the project together.

Together. My gut clenched. Like any developer, I hated having anyone else mess with my work. I wasn’t super happy at first with having someone else here, but I was coming around to it. I wanted to know why I couldn’t get her app to work with mine. It should have been an easy job. But after a few weeks of trying to get the new software and my bridge app to handshake with no results, I had to admit defeat.

Not a good feeling.

Miles put the employment contract in front of Emma. I’d read the contract; it was pretty standard. I watched her as she read it over. Every so often, she’d hesitate, then continue, turning each page face down and placing it on the table, her expression neutral, controlled. Then her brow furrowed just the slightest, and when she glanced at me I knew she’d reached the part that specified she would be working with me exclusively.

As she read the last two pages, the NDA, her hazel eyes widened and she tilted her head as she apparently read and reread the first page, then read the last lines on the second page. The momentary surprise gave way to the neutral expression as she picked up the pages, initialed each one, signed both documents in the appropriate places, then neatly stacked the pages and handed them to Miles.

“Thank you.” He quickly signed as a witness and placed the contract and NDA in the folder. “If you have no questions, we’re all set,” Miles said. “If you have any issues with any employee”—Miles glanced at me—“come see me, and I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you.”

I pushed back my chair and stood.

Emma followed suit.

“Shall I show you to your new work area?”

“That’s fine.”

“Asher, a minute please,” Miles said.

“I’ll wait outside.” Emma slipped out the door, and I turned to Miles.

“What’s up?”

“Do I need to remind you to keep your head on straight?”

What the…

“How…” I clamped my mouth shut.

“I can see the way you’re watching her. Like a nice juicy steak on Friday nights at Whistle Stop when you’ve been eating chicken all week.”

I laughed. “I promise. I’m all about consent.”

“Keep the lust out of the office.”

“Sure. Like Cassie and Marcus did?”

“Please.” Miles threw his hand up. “We all knew those two would eventually end up together. But Emma is a contractor and not technically an employee of Fantasies, Inc.”

“Consent and, if need be, a contract written up between us.” How would Emma take to a contract about a relationship between us? Why was Miles already going there? Emma and I didn’t even know each other…yet.

“Good.” Miles shook his head and moved back to his desk.

I left the room and found Emma standing at the window looking out at the Puget Sound. That was another nice thing about the building, the panorama of the Sound. “Enjoying the view?”

Emma jumped. “It’s nice.”

“Your workspace has a nice grouping of windows to look out.” I gestured for her to precede me to the elevator. I had a feeling she’d enjoy her new workspace. I would, too, but for the view of her.

Slow down, dude. You’re getting way ahead of yourself.

“We’re on the eleventh floor.” I tapped my card and pressed the button. “Or do you want the grand tour first?”

“Why don’t you tell me about the other floors?”

I regarded her for a moment, then started in. “Floor two is the employee lounge area, floors three and four are storage. Five is Customer Service. Six is HR. Seven through nine R&D. Ten and eleven Technology. Twelve and fourteen Finance. Fifteen and sixteen Operations. The C-suite seventeen.”

“That’s a lot.”

“That’s just this building. We own the two buildings across the street as well.” The doors opened, and when I tapped Emma’s shoulder, she jumped. I took a half step away to give her some space. Did I startle her? Or was it something else? I needed to be more careful. The last thing I wanted was for her to be uneasy.

“This way.”

This part of the office was pretty much an open air set-up. Most of the people here liked it that way. It was easier for them to collaborate.

I gestured to the right and down to the end of the hall. “This is where we’ll be working.” I scanned my badge and opened the door.

She took a step inside and stopped. “Oh goodness.”

My lips twitched. I had this office space especially configured for the two of us with three long tables each with three large monitors and a docking station for laptops, and a large conference table to the side.

In the corner opposite the work area, there were a couple of sofas, tables, each with four chairs, and a small fridge and microwave. I wanted us to be as comfortable as possible.

“The servers and routers are in the next room. We’re completely wireless, by the way.”

She looked like she’d found some kind of hidden treasure. “So much room. I was expecting a small office. Will there be more people in the room?”

“Not usually. I like to spread out when I’m working, and because parts of this project will require modifying code, it’ll be nice to have more than one screen to work on, and sometimes, two or three computers are required if we have to run complex debuggers.”

“True.” She moved farther into the room.

“Let’s sit down, and we can discuss how we want to work together.”

I gestured to the round conference table.

She moved to a chair and sat, placing her backpack next to her on the floor. I took the seat across from her so I could see her face. Her gaze darted around the room, everywhere but at me.

“Let’s start with working hours.”

“Don’t tell me you keep normal hours?” There was humor in her voice.

“Most of the time.” I kept my gaze on her face. “My usual working hours are seven to four-thirty most days. Will that work for you?”

Finally, her gaze met mine, her expression serious. “I guess.”

“Guess?”

She shrugged. “I don’t really have set hours at Tri-O Tech. Sometimes, I work during the day; other times, I work into the night and start late the next day. It depends on the project.”

“I see.” I understood. Sometimes, I’d stay late, but not a lot. “It’s important to have firm working hours. The company prefers it that way.”

Another shrug. “I can work with those hours.”

I nodded. “Your keycard has twenty-four-seven access, but you should be aware that HR gets a weekly report. If it’s shown you’re in the building more than nine hours a day, they’ll want an explanation.”

“How would they…oh, the elevators?”

“Yes, and for security reasons. That’s why you need to scan.”

“As you know, the café on the first floor has a seating area if you want to sit there to eat. It’s open nine until three. The coffee shop is open six to six. And the other card is the way you get your food.”

“Miles said that. I’ve never had a company pay for food.”

I grinned. “John Boyd, our president, feels employees work better when they don’t have to worry about paying for food and drinks. It’s a perk a lot of us like.” I put my hand on the table. “That’s not to say staff don’t visit local restaurants as well.”

Emma nodded, her gaze apparently focused on my hand. The urge to reach out, to touch her, startled me. I was reacting to Emma in a way that surprised me. Right now, I wanted to make her comfortable with me. We had a job to do, first and foremost.

“I mentioned the second floor is the employee lounge area.

“The entire floor?”

“Yes. There are sitting areas, some vending machines, plus lots of games to play.”

“Games?”

“Foosball, a pool table, puzzles, and lots of table games.”

“Interesting.”

“It helps with productivity. We also don’t have set lunch times. Sometimes, taking extra time playing games can help stimulate ideas.” I paused. “Did you drive in today?” I was curious how far her place was from the office.

“Yes. I live in Memorial. Not much in the way of public transportation.”

“True. I live in Zenith, just a little bit south of you.” Maybe once she was more comfortable, I’d ask her to commute with me. It would be nice to have company and save on gas. Right. That’s the reason. Wanting to get to know her better had nothing to do with it.

“That’s a nice area.”

I nodded. It was almost ten-thirty. “Did you park in the garage?” They had temporary parking spots for vendors and visitors.

“Yes, in visitor parking. Do I need to move?”

“You’ll be fine for today, but tomorrow, park on one of the other floors. Be sure to pick up your parking pass before you leave today.” I stood. Perfect time for a pause and coffee, and maybe a chance to talk about things other than work. “I don’t know about you, but I could use some coffee and a snack. Why don’t we go downstairs, and I can show you the café and coffee shop area.”

Emma didn’t answer for a moment, and I thought she was about to decline and insist we get to work.

“Sounds good.” Yes! No way was I going to reveal any reaction other than calm and professional.

She slipped the lanyard with her keycards over her head and stood. “I could use some food. I was a little rushed this morning.”

“Let’s do it.”

In the elevator, I risked a couple of glances at Emma. She kept her gaze locked on the elevator doors. Her hands were in her pants pockets, and her shoulders weren’t as hunched and tight as when she first arrived. Progress.

When the doors slid open at the first floor, there were more people in the main area than had been earlier. Even with the number of people in the area, the sound of conversation was muted as staff and visitors made their way to elevators, the café and coffee shop, or to the various meeting areas.

“It’s a busy place,” Emma commented.

“Yes. Since it’s on the first floor, it’s open to the public, plus employees from our other two buildings come over here.” As I guided her toward Daily Perks, I noticed that she seemed to shrink into herself, just as she had when I first saw her at the party all those months ago. Did crowds bug her?

We got in line, and when we arrived at the front, Amelia smiled. “Hi, and welcome to Daily Perks. Asher, your usual?”

“Yes, please. Emma, what would you like?”

She looked startled that I’d asked her. There it was again, now maybe more evident. That look of discomfort, like she wasn’t used to being noticed.

“A vanilla latte and a blueberry muffin, please.” Her voice was soft.

“You got it.” Amelia glanced between me and Emma.

I almost laughed at Amelia’s inquisitive glance. “Amelia, this is Emma; she’s on contract here. Emma, Amelia. She runs Daily Perks.”

“Cute name,” Emma said.

“I like it. Welcome to the company, Emma.” Amelia said, placed my black coffee on the counter in front of us and then a blueberry muffin, a chocolate donut, and a vanilla scone.

I scanned my card as Emma’s latte was set on the counter.

“Should I scan mine?” Emma asked quietly.

“I’ve got it.”

She smiled, and I smiled back as I handed her the latte and food, then picked up mine. “Do you want to sit down here or go up to the employee lounge?”

“Which is quieter?” She wasn’t anxious exactly, but she definitely wasn’t comfortable being around this large group of people.

“This time of day? The lounge.”

“There, please.”

“Okay.” What was with Emma? She seemed nervous and out of sorts, a mystery I was becoming more and more determined to solve. Once on the second floor, I guided her down the hall to one of the quieter areas. As soon as the door to the employee lounge closed, her—was it anxiety or just shyness?—disappeared as she sat in one of the chairs at a small table.

I sat and put my drink, food, and napkins on the table. Emma tore open the paper bag holding her muffin, her demeanor now a bit more relaxed.

Had she been like this at the party? It definitely seemed that way. Did she remember me? She gave no indication that she did.

I’ve thought about that night quite a bit in the months since. I’d been invited by a friend and had only intended to make an appearance and leave until I saw Emma standing alone, looking a little lost and more than a little uncomfortable. Not unusual, especially at parties where they didn’t know anyone.

She’d radiated quiet elegance and style, even within the frenetic atmosphere created by a group of high intensity professionals letting off steam. I made my way over to talk to her, and as I got closer, she turned and bumped into me before I could get a word out. I barely had a chance to make sure she was okay when a friend tugged me away.

By the time I managed to detach myself from my friend, Emma was gone. I was disappointed, but that short encounter stayed with me. Now I understood better why she bolted.

In Daily Perks, she’d had the same look on her face as the night of the party: faraway and closed off, even anxious. As we sat in the quiet of the lounge, drank our coffee, and ate our pastries, her body appeared relaxed, but her gaze remained fixed on the table.

This woman was intriguing. Classy, elegant, shy, intelligent, a puzzle. And I never could resist solving a puzzle.








  
  

Chapter Three
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Emma 

I stared at the table, trying to calm my nerves. I would need to get used to being around so many people. I’d managed to keep my anxiety under control at Tri-O-Tech, but it wasn’t as big as Fantasies, Inc. Even with the tricks I used to keep from freezing up in large groups, I could feel myself beginning to shut down as we made our way from the elevator to Daily Perks. By the time we got the pastries and coffee, I must’ve looked like a deer in the headlights when Asher suggested we head to the employee lounge. As soon as the door closed, the relief was almost instantaneous. A couple of deep breaths, and I could feel myself begin to decompress.

The pastries and coffee were delicious, but then, as I finished the last bits, I realized Asher had been unusually quiet.

I’m so used to being alone, I’d almost forgotten I was with anyone. I glanced up to find him watching me. I could feel the heat from the blush move from my chest to my cheeks. I blinked several times as I tried to recover from the embarrassment.

“Sorry, I was lost in thought. You know, onboarding, the software issues…”

“It’s fine. Actually, it’s refreshing to be with someone who doesn’t have to fill the silence with chatter.” He flashed a grin.

I couldn’t help but smile back. Okay, maybe this wasn’t as bad as my mind had made it out to be. The muffin was long gone, and my latte was almost empty. “Shall we get to work?”

“Sure.” He stood, grabbed his food wrapper and cup. I did the same, and after disposing of them, we made our way back to the eleventh floor.

As soon as we exited the elevator, I saw my opportunity. “I’ll be right there,” I said, motioning to the ladies’ room.

Asher nodded and continued down the hall. I ducked inside and stopped just inside the door. This was the bathroom? Marble, brass, scrolled tilework. There was a separate area with a vanity where baskets had been stuffed with tissues, napkins, and lotions. The brightly lit mirror over the vanity was perfect for detailed repair of makeup and hair. Elegant upholstered chairs finished off the space.

I turned and made my way into the main part. Six sinks and eight stalls, more marble, and brass, and each stall was designed for maximum privacy. I walked up to the closest sink and washed my hands while staring at my reflection in the mirror.

My eyes were set a little too wide, my features too closed off. I closed my eyes and did some deep breathing exercises that helped ease the feeling of being trapped, powerless, but the tension continued flowing through my body.

I needed to get used to being around a lot of people for this job. Any future promotion depended on that. Maybe it was time to see a therapist about my anxiety.

I shuddered at the memory. I’d tried therapists. Two of them. I hadn’t been able to open up to either of them. Instead, I worked alone more and more. I wasn’t kidding when I told Asher I worked late. It meant fewer people to interact with, less chance of betrayal.

Would I ever be normal? That was a question I asked myself every day. My trust had been broken too often, and I didn’t know how to overcome that.

Ugh. I shook my head and dried my hands. Take it one day at a time; that’s all I could do.

Break’s over, Emma. Time to jump into the deep end of the pool.

Deep breath in and brushing off an invisible crumb from my slacks, I left the ladies’ room and made my way down the hall to the office that was my new place of work.

Office? I chuckled. More like several offices combined. I walked into the room, and Asher glanced up from the computer screen.

“The docking station is for your laptop if you want to connect it.”

“Thank you.” I grabbed my backpack and slipped into the chair.

“Here are your login credentials. There are two. One is the secure guest login to use for your laptop. The username for your laptop has access to the internet, but no access to the intranet, our internal network. The second is for your workstation here. As I said before, you will have full access from your workstation.” He slid a sheet of paper over to me.

“Thanks.” After pulling out my laptop, coffee cup, lined pad, and two stress fidgets and arranging everything on the table, I logged on to the guest network. It didn’t take long to confirm what Asher had told me. Just for fun, I tried to access the company network from the internet access on the laptop. Nope. I risked a glance at Asher.

“Everybody tries it at least once, Emma.” A quick glance and a wink.

Busted, but I had to try.

I connected my laptop to one of my screens then woke my workstation.

Now up and running, I took some time to familiarize myself with how Fantasies, Inc. was set up. I also made a mental note to do some research on exactly what Fantasies, Inc. was about.

Asher had set me up on the message app and assigned me an email. No messages yet, and I decided to deal with my email later.

There was nothing complicated about the subnets. I located various departments, then the programs, folders and files for each one. Each subnet had a locked permissions folder. My creds opened it. There were two documents. The first listed individual and group permissions for read, write, and execute functions, the required conditions for access spelled out in exacting detail. The second document was a list of everyone in that department and which permissions they had. No guesswork here.

I had no idea how long I’d been exploring until I flexed my neck and checked the clock on the monitor. Neither of us had spoken since we sat down. Two hours felt like two minutes. If Asher wasn’t going to break the silence…

“I like having the extra monitors. High def?”

Asher grinned. “8k resolution, 32 inch. I aim to please.” He didn’t look away from his screen.

“I’ve been taking a walk around the network. Great setup. That’s going to make the streamlining a lot easier.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

Oooookaaaaay…

“Any chance you’ve diagramed the architecture, or have you kept it locked in your head?” I could play the game too. I turned, folded my hands in my lap, and stayed silent. I even managed to keep my feet still.

He looked up from some notes, tapped the trackpad, then rolled his chair closer and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

“Until recently, the various departments of Fantasies Inc. have functioned with a convoluted web of different programs. But the company has grown exponentially, and the increasing incidence of compatibility issues is slowing everything down. We’ve spent the last year redesigning each department’s systems and giving them dedicated space on the mainframe, the subnets. Now we need to overlay the project with a really good bridge that connects them seamlessly but also allows them autonomy. Streamlining and integration. I discovered you’re an expert at designing specialized apps, and we’ve had some requests that could utilize that expertise.”

“In addition to the—now quoting from the tasking section in the contract—‘expansion and streamlining of the network to merge the domestic and international operations and facilitate the integration’, what else are you trying to accomplish?” Asher’s attitude aside, I was starting to feel like I was in my element.

“First and foremost, obviously, we need seamless communication. But can we do it with the current configuration?”

“I can better answer that question once I’ve familiarized myself with”—I raised my hand and twirled it in a circular motion—“all of this, everything. First I need to look at the maps of your architecture.”

“As you wish.” He turned back to his keyboard, opened a command line, and paused. “Watch your center monitor.” Then he typed a couple of commands and slid his finger across the trackpad. “In the upper right hand corner.”

“Thanks. I do have one more question that’s sort of off topic.”
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