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        Chapter one


      


      

        

          Samantha scrolled the list of recent FDA drug approvals, searching in vain for the one company whose new drug wouldn’t be there. 


          Hers.


          Annoyed, she clicked out of the database, leaving open another tab of front page news.


          Donovan Group Suspends Visitor Access to Headquarters after Security Breach by Unknown Actor, the top headline announced. Company Documents Potentially Stolen, the subtitle added.


          A halfhearted snort escaped her. Even as the founder of a pharmaceutical company, she’d heard the rumors of the conglomerate’s potential mob ties. Their C-suite executives must be in a complete panic.


          As her own would be, if they had any idea how dire her company’s situation had become.


          Her desk phone rang with an internal call. Samantha straightened and tensed, then relaxed when she recognized the extension.


          She put it on speaker. “What is it?”


          “I need you in the lab.”


          There was only one person in the building who could make her best friend sound so annoyed. She should have known it wouldn’t be so easy.


          Samantha stood with a sigh, slipping her feet back into her heels. “I’m on my way.”


          Her employees quickly cleared a path as she marched down the hall to the elevator. She swallowed her annoyance as James, the Director of Sales, caught the elevator doors and slipped inside with her.


          Irritated and unfit for human interaction, Samantha looked pointedly to her left, at the framed industry magazine cover on the elevator’s wall. Her own, less jaded face stared back at her.


          Biochem Prodigy on the Rise in Pharma, the cover proclaimed.


          “I saw the profile Wall Street News published of you, last month,” James began, ignoring her sour expression. “I think they did a fantastic job highlighting your dedication and empathy. They even mentioned your ban on weekend work. And those fancy appliances you had installed in the cafeteria.”


          He gave her that perfect, sales executive smile that must work on others. “Hell, there were some facts in there I didn’t know about you. Like having your grandfather’s classic Jaguar restored, and driving it to work every day? That’s pretty badass.”


          Samantha finally gave him her full attention. She mentally cataloged his salary, compensation package, and annual bonus percentage, as she’d been doing for every executive in the company.


          As though feeling the blade sharpening over his head, James cleared his throat. He punched the button for the next floor, and hurried out. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Samantha.”


          The slow elevator finally stopped on the ninth floor. Her heels clicked loudly in the dark, empty hall, full of vacant laboratories.


          All save one.


          Kenzie turned as Samantha swiped into the secured room, her eyes flinty with annoyance behind her glasses. A few feet away, a security guard stood with his arms folded.


          Richard’s eyes swept Samantha in his usual, thorough perusal, from the top of her head, down her silk blouse, and over her pencil skirt.


          She ground her teeth, reigning in her temper. If she didn’t need him so badly, she would’ve given him the boot long ago, for his hungry stares alone.


          “Is there a problem, Mr. Rinehart?”


          His long strides quickly ate up the distance between them. “I would say so.”


          “This is your second dose, is it not?”


          “I didn’t get answers to satisfy me the first time around. About why I need a smallpox vaccination.”


          Samantha exhaled, drawing on her reserves of patience. “Even though smallpox has been eradicated, there are a number—”


          “A number of countries holding the live virus.” He smiled tightly. “I know.”


          She blinked. “How?”


          “Ex-military, remember?” He pointed at his chest.


          Samantha glanced away from his pecs. “So, what’s the problem?”


          “The problem is that I don’t understand why this company needs the vaccine.”


          “We have government contracts. Occasionally, we travel to sensitive regions.”


          Richard’s eyes narrowed, and he searched her face silently.


          It was a bold lie. While they did have a government contract, it was a small one, allowing them to distribute the flu vaccine to hospitals.


          In only two states.


          Samantha was grateful for her years of playing poker with her grandfather as she lifted her chin, meeting Richard’s gaze. “You indicated in your employment application that you were comfortable with international travel. If that isn’t the case, feel free to let us know. Now, will you take your second dose? Or will you be finding a new job?”


          His eyes flared. He stepped closer, until their chests brushed. She fought to keep her breathing even as heat rushed over her skin.


          “Oh, my god,” Kenzie groaned. “I have four more doses to give, after this. Do you want the shot, or not?”


          Kenzie held his glare, bless her, until he finally relented. Richard spared a final glower at Samantha as he sat on the stool. He unbuttoned his shirt and freed his arm, baring it for Kenzie.


          Samantha’s eyes skittered over his bicep before she turned away. She listened, her ears straining, as Kenzie swabbed his arm, and then muttered for him to hold still.


          Relief washed over her when she heard Kenzie toss the syringe into the biohazard bin. She turned to find Richard buttoning his shirt.


          He approached her once more, straightening his cuff. “Satisfied?”


          “Very,” she replied, too quickly.


          His brow rose as he swept her body with another hot look. “Somehow I doubt that,” he murmured.


          Samantha swallowed, focusing on his collar. “You’re free to return to your post.”


          “Whatever you say, boss.”


          Samantha didn’t turn as he brushed past her, willing the lingering hints of his cologne to dissipate. The door slammed shut behind him.


          She put her hands on her hips, gazing up at the fluorescent lights. “Why was that so goddamned stressful?”


          “Maybe because you’re about four felonies deep already?”


          Kenzie took off her fake glasses and her long wig, sighing as she scratched at her scalp. “Drug patent violation, unauthorized human experimentation—”


          “He’s got ED. It’s a male performance treatment. I’m doing him a favor.” Samantha paced away. “If only he wasn’t so intense all the time.”


          Kenzie smirked. “With all that testosterone, your panties must be soaked.”


          “Um, no. That caveman isn’t my type.”


          “You sure? Because, back in high school—”


          “Do not remind me.” Samantha picked at her nail. “It was high school. We were all a bit stupid, back then.”


          Kenzie shrugged out of her lab coat. Underneath, she still wore her scrubs from her nurse’s shift at the hospital. “I think you could use a little caveman, honestly. Or any kind of man.”


          “I have enough problems to last me a lifetime. I don’t need another headache.”


          Kenzie trailed her fingers down Samantha’s arm as she headed toward the door. “Or, you can come on over to my side.”


          A skeptical smile tugged at Samantha’s mouth. They’d shared a kiss back in high school, enough for Samantha to figure out she didn’t swing that way.


          “Just kidding. My wife would kill me if I invited you to our bed.”


          Samantha frowned, her pride rearing its head. “Why?”


          Kenzie swiped her badge to unlock the door. “You know I love you to death, Sam. But you’re also an ice queen bitch.”


          Samantha studied her stilettos as the door slammed shut once more, pondering her best friend’s words. She finally nodded with a small shrug.


          “True,” she conceded.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Chapter two


      


      

        

          She never would’ve imagined herself here, six months ago. Committing the unthinkable to keep her company afloat, and save the livelihoods of her sixty employees. 


          Starting a pharmaceutical company had always held its risks. Risks that she’d planned for, as she’d dedicated her time to developing a new autoimmune treatment. A damned good one. Only to see it stalled indefinitely, in the FDA approval process.


          Their few contracts were no longer enough. They’d been in the red for months, but now they were hemorrhaging money. Enough to give Samantha pause when an old college classmate approached her with a stolen drug formula, desperate for money.


          Perhaps if the Spectrum Institute had similarly valued its own employees’ livelihoods, their formula wouldn’t be in her hands now.


          The drug may have started off stolen, but she’d revised it. Refined it, and made it her own. The Institute could compare both side by side, and it would still take them months to unravel that Samantha’s had originated as theirs.


          Their version had been in desperate need of a revision. It was sloppy as hell, and required patients to undergo four separate infusions, spread weeks apart. Her improved, concentrated formula was only two shots. It did exactly what the original treatment did. Just better, and faster.


          It worked; she knew it would. Yet, before she could present her formula to potential private investors, she needed at least one human test subject.


          Someone well within her control. Who would trust her.


          Her employees were required to disclose upon hire any past employment or compensation by other drug companies. It’d been sheer luck to discover that one of her new security guards had undergone a paid trial by Birmington Labs, who specialized in erectile dysfunction treatments.


          Stumbling across Richard Rinehart had been a true boon. Still, there would be no true way to know if her formula had successfully treated his ED without aggressive monitoring.


          Clandestine monitoring, of his love life.


          It was well after eight o’clock. Surely he’d be home, by now. Samantha used her remote to close her office blinds, kicked out of her heels under her desk, and turned her attention to what she’d nicknamed Richard TV.


          Unlike her company, the corporate surveillance industry was flourishing. It’d been all too easy to purchase and justify employee monitoring, in the name of protecting company secrets.


          Samantha cycled through the different feeds of his house, including the kitchen, living area, bedroom, and backyard. It begrudged her to admit that Richard had a rather nice home, sitting on a few acres outside of town.


          Nicer than she’d expected a security guard to have. Yet, well within the reach of the defense contractor salary he’d had before.


          It was hard to spend every night watching a feed of someone, without growing curious. Curious enough to dig even further into his background.


          Not that she’d understood most of it. His former job description was littered with things like ELINT, SIGINT, and other baffling terms that had her quickly closing out of her browser, and returning to her saner world of biotech.


          Movement caught her eye. She straightened as Richard carried a plate to his kitchen sink.


          She frowned, cycling through the rest of the feeds for a glimpse of Clara, his on-again, off-again girlfriend. Still, it was only Thursday. She’d likely sleep over the next evening.


          Samantha hesitated, trying to recall if she’d seen Clara the previous weekend.


          With a shrug, she shifted the video stream to a corner of her widescreen monitor, and opened her lab notes. It was painful to admit, but she seemed to focus better when Richard’s camera feeds were in the background.


          She glanced up twenty minutes later and did a double-take as he emerged from the shower.


          Perhaps the 4K video stream had been an overkill purchase. Her eyes snagged on the water droplets on his torso. Her gaze dipped further, to the bath towel wrapped low on his hips.
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