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      Plummeting eighteen thousand feet brought the same rush it always did. Death was ever close, yet Garrett had never felt more alive. The deafening roar of the air cut into his mind. Not a cell of his body was left untouched by the adrenaline that pumped through his veins. Every single jump brought forth the clarity of not only his mortality, but his vitality.

      As he passed through the clouds, Garrett spread his arms wide and pointed to his friend, Evan, who gave him a thumbs up. He glanced to his altimeter. Twenty more seconds. He let out a celebratory scream, exhilaration slamming through his limbs. Ten seconds. Spiraling recklessly through the air, the best part of the dive was coming to an end. Five seconds. Garrett smiled up at Evan, still holding out for one last moment. One second. He reached for the pull and with a pop, Garrett’s chute exploded. The harness jerked him as the canvas ballooned open into the sky. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath, descending like a feather from the sky. As he opened them, the breathtaking horizon of the beach came into view.

      As he drifted through the wind, his heart seized as he glanced down to the field. A turbulent form whizzed past him through the air, and Garrett swore, his heart pounding as he watched his best friend plummet to his death. The chances of survival were infinitesimal. Hundreds of successful jumps and he’d never witnessed a fatal dive. He gasped for breath, aware that barring a miracle, Evan had already died.

      Garrett’s mind stormed with anger and grief. Like he’d been impaled by a knife, the reality of the accident speared through his chest. He was helpless, his descent stretching for what seemed like hours, and when his friend’s body came into view, he fought the nausea. Tears came to his eyes as a gut-wrenching sob tore through his throat. Evan, my friend. He’s gone. He couldn’t comprehend how this could have happened, yet as grim faces below came into focus, he knew it could not be undone.

      For years they had cheated death, victorious in achieving the ultimate high. Today, however, Garrett’s world would come crashing down around him. As his feet touched the earth, he ran to embrace Evan. Tragedy rained down upon them and he cried up into the sky, devastated that his friend was forever gone.
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      Garrett stared into the bottom of his scotch, its burn still fresh on his lips. Darkness crept into his soul, the grief consuming him. Fear wasn’t a word in his vocabulary, yet he couldn’t scrub the sight of his friend’s lifeless body from his mind. Unlucky. That’s what first responders had called it. Words like ‘accident’ and ‘casualty’ were tossed about, but he refused to accept their initial findings. Garrett had pressed the prosecutor’s office for a special investigation, suspecting foul play.

      As far as he was concerned, there was no such thing as luck. Strategy? Yes. Hard work? Most definitely. Accidents happened to other people, not Evan. Every single jump, he’d been meticulous when checking his rig. Some might even go so far as to call him obsessive compulsive, but Garrett knew it was what made him the very best. There was no fucking way he’d concede that his friend, the one who’d first taught him how to skydive, had simply succumbed to human error.

      Garrett slammed his glass on the copper bar and slid it toward the bartender, nodding at her. The perky blonde barkeep promptly brought the Macallan, poured two fingers and set the bottle in front of him. She gave him a sympathetic smile. As she turned around and bent over to give him an unobstructed view of her assets, he swore. Not even that perfect heart-shaped ass was enough to stir his dick. Garrett shook his head in disgust, aware he needed to get his shit together. As he ran his forefinger along the edge of his drink, a familiar voice caught his attention.

      “Hey.”

      “You’re late,” Garrett responded, giving his friend a glare.

      “Yeah fuck you too, G.” Lars smiled at the bartender.

      “Hi, baby. What can I get ya?” she asked.

      Lars glanced to the whiskey that sat in front of Garrett. “A glass. We’re taking the bottle.”

      “You sure about that now?” She raised a judgmental eyebrow at him.

      “Yep, it’s that kind of night.” He shrugged. “Looks like you’ve started before me. You driving?”

      “Nope. I’ve got a driver tonight.” Garrett glanced to Lars, whose not so subtle eye roll told him he’d gone too far. “Is there a problem? No, don’t answer.”

      The last thing he needed was a fucking lecture. Sensing one was coming, Garrett shoved out of his seat and snatched the decanter, gesturing to a secluded table in the corner. He sighed, settling into a well-worn leather chair and caught Lars’ shadow flying by him, right before he took another swig of the amber liquid.

      “Nice club,” Garrett commented.

      “Best jazz in the city. Got a special surprise I think you’ll like.”

      “Oh yeah?” Garrett swirled the glass, never taking his eyes off the golden vortex.

      “I thought you could use a distraction.” Lars smirked, pouring himself a drink.

      “That right, huh?”

      “Listen, G, I know it’s been a few weeks since…”

      “Evan…”

      “You and I both know this was no accident, but we’ve both got contracts to fulfill. Business goes on. It sucks, but if you don’t start looking for his replacement, we can’t…”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing? I’m in the office. Day in. Day out. Even though Evan’s not here, the world keeps spinning.” Garrett gave Lars a sideways glance. “But I’m sure as hell not going to let it go. Something happened up there.”

      Over the years, Garrett had taken Emerson Industries from a garage start-up into a billion-dollar corporation. Not only did Emerson’s civilian suppliers count on timely shipments, government contracts needed to be fulfilled. Ongoing research and development took place on campus, ensuring the most advanced equipment in the world, and Evan had been a critical player in its success. Finding a suitable replacement for him was imperative, but it wouldn't be an easy task. Since the accident, Garrett had been operating in a daze, attending to small matters, but had neglected the critical infrastructure projects that needed intensive attention from a chief technology officer.

      “Maybe, but you have to let the authorities handle it,” Lars commented, his eyes falling onto the singer who’d stepped up on stage and picked up the microphone.

      “I can’t let it go. I’ve got to find out what happened. You know as well as I do that Evan used to be in the military – Airborne Division. He taught us all our shit. There’s just no way he made a mistake. It’s almost as if it’s…” Garrett’s words trailed off as he followed Lars’ train of vision, the gorgeous creature capturing his attention.

      The bar went silent as her golden voice resonated throughout the room. The jazz band transitioned into a sultry version of You Put a Spell on Me, and the seductive beauty stepped down from her perch, passing by a couple who sipped martinis. Garrett noted how she effortlessly weaved her way through the crowd of patrons, not allowing anyone to touch her. With a tantalizing flair, she turned her head toward Garrett and flipped her long blonde hair. The playful glint in her eyes told him she’d come for him next, a glimpse of desire hidden behind the violet contacts she wore. She stopped mid-song and slowly peeled away her gloves, tossing them into the crowd.

      Lars laughed, and it was at that moment that Garrett realized he’d brought him here not just to distract him, but for a purpose. Momentary anger was promptly quelled as the blonde stepped out of a shadow. Her pale blue corset hugged her curves. Again she caught his gaze, slowly lowering the side zipper on her black pencil skirt. A drum solo began and the garment dropped to the floor, revealing ruffled panties. A cream-colored garter belt secured black thigh-high stockings. His cock jerked as she trailed her fingertips over her thighs, blowing a kiss to the quiet sophisticated crowd that continued to order drinks from passing waitresses.

      Garrett wanted to be pissed at Lars, but he knew that his friend cared about him, how profoundly he’d been affected by Evan’s death. It’d been months since he’d indulged in the fairer sex. Despite the temptation, he had no intention of initiating contact with the sultry performer.

      The fragrance of her perfume drew him out of his contemplation, and through his peripheral vision, he spied his stealth singer. Tendrils of her hair brushed the back of his neck as she descended. Having given up on his resolve to show no interest, he glanced at Lars, whose eyes flashed to the entertainment. Delicate hands clutched his shoulders and Garrett slid his chair from the table to get a better view of her. His temptress ran her fingertips down his cotton shirt, causing his nipples to pebble in response. Shit, I’m not here to fuck anyone, he thought to himself as the blood rushed to his cock.

      His eyes locked on hers as she straddled him, trailing her hands over his pecs. When her palms slid over his bare forearms, he fought the searing arousal that threatened his control. Garrett sucked a breath as she sat firmly on his lap, and her eyes snapped to his as they both registered his erection pressing through his jeans onto the thin fabric of her panties. It was in that moment that she gave him a small knowing smile. Rather than standing, she slowly tilted her hips, dragging her groin down the length of him. From a distance, no one would have seen. He resisted the urge to grab onto her waist. The fantasy of flipping her onto the table, tearing off the wet strip of nothing she called underwear and fucking her in front of the entire audience flittered through his mind, and he wondered if she’d like a little public action. The mere idea of it turned his dick into concrete, and he attempted to shift in his seat to relieve the growing ache.

      If control was an Olympic sport, Garrett would hold a gold medal. Whether plunging out of a plane from eighteen thousand feet or plunging into a woman, his blood pressure never rose a single point. But despite his cool demeanor, Garrett failed to will his erection into submission. He took a slow breath, irked that a burlesque singer had cracked a sliver in his composure. He caught a glimpse of Lars, whose smile had faded. Fuck me, he knows. Why the hell does it matter to him? Is he dating her? Yes, that’s it. He knows her. Serves him the hell right for bringing me to this place.

      The lovely creature rose gracefully off him. Presenting her posterior like a meal on a plate, she arched her back and gestured to the black ribbons laced up the back of her corset. When he didn’t respond, she abruptly sat on his thighs, jolting him back into his aroused state. She glanced back to him and grinned, tugging one of the strings. Her soft fingers met his, bringing them to the laces.

      “I think that’s good enough,” Lars commented.

      “What?” After this was over Garrett was going to kill Lars for fucking with him like this. He shook his head, confused as to what the hell was happening.

      “A little help,” she whispered, ignoring Lars.

      Garrett noted that she’d turned her face away so he couldn’t read her expression. He broke his resolve and began to pull open the tight threading, loosening the corset. He despised his body’s lack of response to his demand to cease the arousal. His cock was harder than piling and the only relief he’d be getting tonight was from the palm of his hand.

      The soft silky fabric brushed his hand as she pushed off him and made her way back to the stage. Holding her arms across her breasts, she stopped to wriggle her bottom, allowing the fabric to fall to her feet. As she turned for the big reveal, a velvet bra covered what the audience had expected to be bare. She wrapped both palms around the microphone, setting it back into the stand, and resumed her song. Like an angel, her alluring voice filled the room, and not a soul appeared disappointed that she hadn’t bared more skin.

      Garrett struggled to conceal his interest, aware that he should leave, but he sat captivated until the last note. A small chuckle drew his attention to Lars, who wore a broad grin.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You like her?”

      “And? So what? She’s beautiful. Moves well. Smells nice. Assertive…wasn’t going to take no for an answer with that corset. What’s not to like?”

      “I’m glad you like her, I really am, but you might not want to sport that hard-on around her in the office,” Lars said, nervously flexing his fingers.

      “What the fuck is this about?”

      “I’m about to help you is all.”

      “I saw the way she looked at you. What’s going on between you and her?” Garrett asked, his voice tense. “And why exactly would I be seeing her in my office?”

      “Just hear me out, bro.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything. Just chill a second.”

      “Yet?”

      “I know you, G. You’re stuck on this thing with Evan,” Lars noted.

      “Thing? He’s fucking dead,” Garrett stated coldly.

      “I hear you haven’t even tried to replace him.”

      “What the hell did Chase say to you? You know what? I don’t care what he said. The last time I checked, I ran Emerson. I don’t need a babysitter.” Garrett picked up his whiskey and glared at Lars. Of course he hadn’t replaced Evan. No one could ever replace him. “You need to mind your own business. Seriously. Besides, whoever takes that position has to be one of us…someone I can trust implicitly. That’s not gonna happen overnight.”

      “Exactly. And this is where she comes in.”

      “You’re joking, right? The stripper?”

      “Singer.”

      “Singer,” he conceded. Garrett took a swig of his drink and set it forcefully down on the table.

      “MBA. Wharton.”

      “Her?” His eyes darted to the stage. He watched with curiosity as she quickly wrapped herself up in a robe, concealing her costume. “So she’s smart. So what? It’s not enough. This isn’t just some tech job. Evan had his hands in all sorts of shit. He was working on several major projects. There are so many requirements for whoever comes into his position it isn’t even fucking funny. I’m not going to rush this.”

      “She’s got clearances.”

      “Not enough.” He glanced up and caught her staring at Lars. The flare in her eyes told Garrett that she wasn’t happy with him.

      “Listen. I’ve known her for ten years. She’s the real deal. She’s brilliant. Has rocked all my top accounts.”

      “What did she do for the government?” Garrett immediately wished he hadn’t asked. There was no way this would work.

      “Hacker. White Hat. She’s in tune with problems our clients don’t even know exist.”

      “Okay, great, well, we’re very specialized. You know this. Does she jump?” He held up his hands to Lars as his friend glanced away. “No? Okay, great. What does she do? Does she do anything?”

      “She’s not so adventurous, but she can help you get the outsourcing project back on track, recruit for a permanent replacement,” Lars responded, ignoring Garrett’s question.

      “What kind of a burlesque dancer doesn’t actually take her clothes off?” Garrett paused, putting together the pieces of the puzzle. “Don’t get me wrong, she was sexy, but it wasn’t lost on me that the ending was a little anticlimactic.”

      “Give her a break. I just told you that she’s a singer, not a dancer. This is just kind of a hobby, anyway. It takes guts to get up and perform like that. She may be a little more cautious than most people, but she’s working on it.”

      “Working on it?” He laughed.

      “So she’s a little repressed, okay? What the hell difference does it make if she can do the job?” Lars asked with a sigh. “Listen, I promise you that she is what you need now. Yeah, you’ll find someone to take Evan’s position eventually but it’s not going to be anytime soon. At least this way, you can keep things moving forward with our deal. Listen, you know I would not fuck with you. I’m telling you that she’s the best. And she’s tough. In fact, she’s probably going to kick my ass for bringing you here.”

      “Why would she do that?” Garrett found it amusing that he’d misread the situation. Perhaps it hadn’t been lust in her eyes; she’d been pissed at Lars. Whatever this meant to her, apparently it had been a secret and she wasn’t at all pleased he’d mixed her worlds.

      “She, uh, doesn’t really want people to know she does this.”

      “Why did you bring me here then?”

      “Because you need to get out and do something other than wallow in the office. And besides, if I’d told you about her without you actually seeing her sing, you’d have shot me down. This is the only thing she does that, you know, is risky.”

      “Risky? Are you high? I’d hardly call singing a song risky.” Garrett laughed and rolled his eyes.

      “You get up there, then, if you think it’s so easy.” Lars’ smile fell away as he grew angry with his friend’s resistance. “Look, this is the deal. I can loan her to you. We just ended the Elkinson account. I moved a few people around. She may not be Evan, but she knows her shit. I know you’re going to vet the hell out of her anyway, even though she already technically works in your network. Evan’s death has been hard on all of us, but you’ve got to keep these deals moving. You need help, and I’m offering it to you. She is what you need.”

      “I need you to mind your own damn business.” Garrett blew out a breath, staring at the bottom of his glass.

      What Lars had said about her already being in the network was somewhat accurate. All the subsidiary corporations were independently owned, yet Garrett had a minority share within each, ensuring the viability of Emerson Industries. But clearances to work in the corporate building were a stricter, higher level, having access to covert government contracts.

      Regardless of his opposition to Lars’ suggestion, Garrett was aware that it could take months to find a suitable replacement for his chief technology officer. In the meantime, he’d been given a gift. A nice shiny one…very attractive and hard to resist. How he’d like to see what was underneath the wrapping she’d failed to peel away. Fuck it all, he knew he was thinking with his dick, but the temptation remained. It wasn’t as if she’d really be his employee anyway.

      “Two weeks. That’s all she’s got. If she doesn’t add value, she’s gone.” Garrett shoved the chair out from the table and stood. “But if she screws up, she’s out. I’m not in the business of taking on interns. If she doesn’t hit the ground running, she’s done. I’m not messing around.”

      “Good…because I don’t want you messing around. We should, uh, maybe have some rules.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Come on, G. I know she’s attractive but this is business. She’s not like us.”

      “Yeah, I get that.”

      “She shouldn’t come to our events.”

      “We haven’t had any events since the accident.”

      “True, but she’s not into jumps or any of our other extracurricular activities.” Lars wiped his mouth with a cocktail napkin.

      “I saw her looking at you. Are you fucking her?”

      “Oh, no. Come on, man.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. What’s going on between you two?”

      Lars shook his head.

      “Spill it or we’re done here.” Garrett wasn’t sure why it irritated him to think Lars had been intimate with her.

      “We met in college. That’s it.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No, we didn’t click that way. But we stayed friends over the years. She came on board five years ago.”

      “And you never brought her around? Ever?”

      “No, she’s not like us. Besides, you saw the look she gave me. Nothing’s lost on you.”

      “She’s pissed.”

      “Yeah, I just told you. I knew she did this, but I don’t usually come to watch. So she’s probably wondering why the hell I’m here.”

      “I’m sure she’s going to love that she basically just had an interview with her new boss.”

      “Let’s not get crazy now. I’m her boss. You have her on loan.”

      “This isn’t going to work…”

      “She’s the best you’re going to get, considering the circumstances.”

      Garrett just shook his head. Yeah, I just undressed her while she ground on my cock. Great way to start a business relationship. Awesome.

      “What? She’s not going to care that you were here.”

      “You’re delusional. No wonder you can’t keep a woman.”

      “Glass houses, bro.” Lars shrugged. “There is one tiny thing…”

      “What?”

      “You can’t fuck her. And before you go all CEO on my ass, this is a deal breaker.”

      “You’re a dick, you know that. Why bring me here to see her like this?” Garrett raked his fingers through his hair in frustration.

      “I told you. I brought you here so you could see her in her element, doing something that pushes her a little outside of her comfort zone. She’s no jumper, but she’s brave. If I hadn’t done this, you wouldn’t have ever considered her. You are sinking fast, my friend, and desperate times call for desperate measures. It worked. I got you to say yes.” Lars set his palms on the table, his expression serious. “For years I’ve kept her away from that side of my life, away from you. She’s my golden goose. I’m proud of her. There’s nothing she does half-assed, including what she just did. I love you, Garrett, and because I love you, I’m not going to let you fuck up business. This thing with Evan…I can see how this is affecting you and I don’t like it a damn bit. So I’m letting you borrow one of my finest assets. But I care about her, and because of that, she’s off limits. Got it?”

      “Fine. Whatever. Bring her to the office and we’ll talk. I’ve gotta go. She stays two weeks, that’s it.”

      “Two weeks,” Lars repeated.

      Garrett wasn’t sure if he believed the words he was speaking but they sounded good. He caught the raised eyebrow Lars gave him, but ignored it. With a slap to his friend’s shoulder, he saluted goodbye and headed toward the door. He hated that Lars sometimes knew him better than he knew himself. For the first time since Evan had died, he’d been distracted by something else, someone else.

      Granted, he couldn’t be sure whether or not she was going to be as good for his business as Lars promised. But considering his depression, he had to admit that for those few seconds she’d brushed against him, she’d taken his mind off of his grief. Despite his attraction, he’d promised Lars he wouldn’t touch her. Garrett told himself it would be easy to ignore his feelings, and rationalized his arousal as temporary lust. A couple of weeks was all he needed to get the search for Evan’s replacement on track. He’d put her in charge of the outsourcing deal, and she’d be in and out. Hopefully, he’d be able to stick to his word and not be in her.
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      “What were you thinking?” Selby shouted.

      “I was thinking that there was no way I could help him without bringing him to see you.”

      “Garrett Emerson?” Selby turned to the window, mindlessly shuffling folders.

      She’d been surprised when Lars had showed up to hear her sing. It wasn’t as if she’d kept it a secret. Far from it. She’d been performing for two years now. At first, it’d been more of a dare from a friend, something to distract her from reality. But the moment she’d started singing again, the performances became a therapeutic remedy, both to stress and her fears, alleviating the anxiety that threatened to choke her.

      She considered how different her upbringing had been from Lars’. While other kids partied in college on Mommy and Daddy’s dime, Selby had scraped by on loans. Keeping her nose to the grindstone, she’d graduated summa cum laude and landed a graduate assistantship at Wharton, where she’d first met Lars. He’d been dashing and charismatic. She’d been awkward and quiet. They’d gone on a few dates, but rather than discovering romantic sparks, they’d ignited a long-lasting friendship. After graduation, they’d stayed in touch. He’d started his own company and she’d gone to work for the government. It was there where she’d utilized the coding skills she’d learned in undergraduate school. Hacking had come naturally for her, helping companies identify weaknesses. She excelled within the confines of her endeavors.

      After working her way up the corporate ladder, Lars had approached her with the opportunity at his corporation, DLar-Tech. Five years later, she routinely worked high profile clients, incorporating business solutions with complex data issues. Along with outsourcing, she specialized in turning around fledgling IT departments. Whether the corporation was large or small, she had the ability to successfully analyze operations, recruiting human resources into the system like fitting pieces into a puzzle. No matter the assignment Lars gave her, Selby had never blinked an eye at any request….until now.

      Garrett Emerson. Billionaire playboy. He’d been reputedly ruthless in business as well as the bedroom, leaving a trail of broken hearts in his wake. She cursed herself for not recognizing him in the club. She’d seen several photos of the clean-shaven mogul, but last night, his scruffy beard had disguised his face. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t studied him in business school. They’d spent an entire semester dissecting the case study, discussing how he’d built his empire from the bottom up, focusing on extreme sports, patenting innovative technologies and snaring top secret government projects. With secretive alliances, he’d cast his net, virtually creating a monopoly.

      Selby’s thoughts refocused on Lars, who sat at her desk, playing with a pencil. She couldn’t believe he’d gone behind her back and brought Garrett to her club. As her anger surfaced, she sifted through the papers on her desk, searching for the stapler she didn’t need. Where’s my fucking stapler? She located the metal weapon and began to look for something she could bang together.

      “It’s not what you think,” she heard Lars say.

      “How exactly isn’t it what I think? I mean, for real, Lars. You brought him to see me sing and then…” She laughed and rolled her eyes, recalling how she’d sat on his lap. It had all been part of the show, but now she regretted every second of the encounter. “You have the nerve to ask me to take him on as a client. No. Just no.”

      “I’ll owe you.” He smiled and crossed his legs.

      Selby glanced into his baby-blue eyes, the same ones that had won him a first date with her. God, the man was beautiful. Blond hair, tanned skin. And he could sweet talk the panties off of a vestal virgin. As his friend, she’d watched him work his magic on the ladies, but had never fallen under his spell.

      “Owe me. That’s rich.” She swept her fingers through her long blonde hair, nervously twisting the end. With a sign of defeat, she fell back into her leather office chair. “It’s not that I have a philosophical issue about going to work for him, but Lars, you’re killin’ me here. You saw what I did to him last night…what I did to Garrett Emerson.”

      “It’s not like he’s the President of the United States, for Christ’s sakes. Besides, I saw what you did, and he seemed to enjoy it.” Lars gave a laugh.

      “It’s not even funny. You should have stopped me.”

      “Hey, you wanted me to come see you perform.”

      “It might have been nice if you’d told me you were coming, you know? Look, I’ve taken every job you’ve ever given me…even the shitty ones. But take him on as a client? After last night? Seriously? I’m supposed to waltz into his office and say, what? ‘Hi, I’d like to look at your hard drive?’ You and I both know what happened.” Selby certainly had felt his erection. Heat flushed her neck and face as the thought popped into her head.

      “You go in like you always do. Why were you dancing last night, anyway? I thought you were a singer. Not that I minded the show.”

      “I don’t dance. I was working the room, that’s all.” Selby wished she’d had the guts to take it all off, but she kept her sexuality and emotions well concealed. “Look, it would be one thing if he’d met me prior to last night, you know, as a professional.”

      “You are a professional. The best. And the fact of the matter is that he needs us…you.”

      Selby gave him a hard stare, sensing Lars’ change of tone.

      “You remember last week…the funeral I had to go to,” he began.

      “Yeah.”

      “It was for a friend of mine, Evan Tredioux. Evan worked for Garrett. Was an advisor of sorts. He was a really good friend of Garrett’s.” Lars rimmed his coffee cup with the tip of his finger.

      “I’m sorry.” Selby’s voice softened.

      “You know I skydive sometimes, right?”

      “I didn’t think you did that anymore. In college but you don’t still…” Selby’s heart sank as she realized there was more to the story than Lars was revealing.

      “Garrett and I have been friends for a long time. I know you don’t like,” he paused, “heights.”

      “Yeah, me and a million other people.”

      “Confidential time, got it?” Lars gave her a hard stare, his expression serious.

      “Of course.” Selby moved to close the door, returned and sat on the edge of her desk.

      “You’ve done special projects for me over the years but I haven’t disclosed everything. You need to know that there are parts of DLar-Tech that are intimately tied to Emerson Industries.”

      “What are you saying? Your business is in trouble?”

      “No, not at all. What I’m saying is that what affects Garrett affects me. Evan’s death is hitting all of us hard but he was Garrett’s right-hand man. It’s not like he can fill the position right away. He needs the kind of expertise you offer.”

      “I don’t know,” she hedged. Expertise? She pretty much gave him an eyeful of it last night. She didn’t want to say yes to the assignment, but already felt herself caving to his request.

      “Please. I’ll owe you. If you do this for me, I’ll give you an extra bonus.”

      “Does he know that you want me to do this? Did you already tell him you were sending a consultant? Me?” Selby’s resolve cracked, the water pushing through the tiny hole that held back the dam. Looking at the mess on her desk, she shook her head. This was a bad idea. A really bad idea.

      “Now that you bring it up…um, yes he does.”

      “This isn’t going to work.” Her eyes flashed to his.

      “Trust me, he’ll be grateful for the help. I’ve already been working on getting the outsourcing contract in place, but I need you to sell it to his board. It’s short term. Do the deal, work on finding recruits for the CTO position. This is easy for you. A no brainer.”

      “Maybe.” She sighed.

      “Consider the business. Wrapping up the contract is no problem. The hardest part will be recruiting Evan’s replacement. That resource needs to be top notch. An expert in some facet of the extreme sports business. One who walks the walk. But they’ll also need to know IT.”

      “Sounds routine.” Selby took a deep breath, forcing the muscles in her chest to relax.

      “You need to know something.” Lars averted his gaze to the pencil he twirled in his fingers. “Garrett can be, how should I put this? He’s very concerned about the way our friend died.”

      “Didn’t you say it was an accident?”

      “I don’t want to get too much into it, but Garrett isn’t fully on board with replacing Evan.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “He’s a bit reluctant.”

      “He doesn’t want me there, does he?”

      “He’s expecting you tomorrow.”

      “If anyone else was asking me to do this, you know I’d just say no.” In the past, she’d faced the same kind of situation but she’d made the client pay extra for time spent on the job. “Am I working for him or you?”

      “You’ll work for me. I’m just loaning you out.”

      “I’m not doing it without a contract. Time on the job will be predetermined. Two weeks. A month. You call it. Every extra day spent working for him attracts a bonus fee. I also want a nondisclosure out clause.”

      “If he fucks this up, you want to leave free and clear?”

      “With no repercussions or lawsuits. There’s got to be a gag clause should we decide to part ways. He keeps quiet about me and I do the same for him. I’m not going to let him screw up my reputation because he’s having some kind of a CEO tantrum if we can’t agree on a replacement. I’ll take on the special projects while I’m recruiting candidates. Also, I want your name on the contract. If he wanted me to help him, it would be his ass sitting in that chair, not yours. So because it’s yours, you both have to agree. That’s the deal. Terms aren’t negotiable.”

      Lars’ lips tightened in a fine line. He set the pencil onto her desk and blew out a breath.

      “Okay,” he reluctantly agreed.

      “Okay.” A familiar sense of accomplishment washed over her despite the fact that she’d given in to his request. The agreement would give her the control she needed in order to be able to face Garrett. “And Lars?”

      “Yeah?”

      “No funny business. This is my career here. I don’t want to see either of your faces in my club. When the contract is over, I’d love to have you back, but until then…”

      “Fair enough. But for the record, since you’re in the city at night, you might want to consider some protection.”

      “I’m careful. Besides, I’m not there that often.” Selby had always feared going out at night by herself but she refused to feed the dark monster inside her.

      “Done on the contract. I’ll text you the address of the complex. Expect some hits on a background check today. Even though I vouched for you, Garrett’s going to vet you like you were going into the FBI. He doesn’t mess around,” Lars warned.

      “Not a problem. It’s business.” Selby tried to act nonchalant about his prediction. She didn’t like clients going too far back. Years had gone by but the mere thought of her childhood caused her pulse to race.
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      Selby wore her most conservative suit, the antithesis of the form-fitting corset she’d had on the last time she’d seen Garrett. As she pulled her car through the heavily guarded gate, she regarded the sprawling location of Emerson’s headquarters. Set in a suburban area, the gated facility sat on several hundred acres of private property. Although she’d worked at similar sized government facilities, this one radiated an aura of wealth with its slick reflective windows and well-manicured landscaping.

      “You’ve got this,” Selby told herself, parking her car. She glanced in the rearview mirror and took a deep breath.

      The image of Garrett Emerson flashed through her mind. When they’d first met, he’d looked dangerous, his wavy brown hair tousled as if he’d just had sex. Despite his evident arousal, he hadn’t touched her. Cool and collected, he’d resisted, only tugging her corset open after she’d insisted.

      Selby smoothed her hand down her blouse, her ripe tips begging to escape the confines of the fabric. She cursed under her breath, aware that she had to get her sophomoric urges under control and focus on business. Developing a crush on Garrett Emerson would cause nothing but trouble. She had no future with someone like him. She reasoned that his reaction to her the other night had been nothing more than a chemical one. She’d tuck the memory away, pretending that it had never happened.

      She contemplated what Lars had told her about Garrett’s reluctance to accept help. Whatever had happened to Evan, she considered that Garrett must have relented somewhat about needing assistance. After all, they’d let her in the gate. Still, a nagging worry flittered in her stomach. She hadn’t received the contract she’d been promised. After texting Lars, he’d responded saying he’d meet her at Garrett’s office.

      The idea of working with a disgruntled client squelched any excitement she may have been feeling about working with the tycoon. She was confident that she had the experience to deal with the situation, but this was Garrett fucking Emerson. Regardless of any nondisclosure he signed, the man could make or break her, and she’d have to be on her game.

      She wore a mask of business competence, deliberately slowing her pace as she approached the building. Two well-dressed men stood watch outside, giving her a warm smile. Ushered inside by the guards, Selby attempted to conceal her amazement as she took in the sight of the enormous atrium. Despite its modern architecture, the potted Majesty palm trees in the lobby brought a sense of warmth to the otherwise stark décor. As Selby attempted to acclimate, her thoughts were interrupted by a male voice.

      “Excuse me?” Selby gave a polite smile to a tall well-dressed man who looked as if he’d stepped off a Milan runway. From his impeccable Italian suit to his fine leather shoes, he exuded wealth. A glass elevator sped upward, and she swore she saw Lars staring down at her.

      “Hello, Miss Reynolds. I’m Norm, Mr. Emerson’s secretary. He’s expecting you. Please, this way.” He gestured to her to follow him down a long hallway, its black marble floors reflecting up into the stainless-steel walls.

      “Do you know if Mr. Davenport has arrived?” Lars better have his ass in that office by the time I get up there, she thought. While Selby was impressed by the state-of-the-art building, intimidation never factored into her thoughts. She’d worked hundreds of companies in all kinds of corporate cultures, and this was just one more.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not permitted to disclose which guests are in the building. I’m sure that Mr. Emerson will assist you with your inquiry,” he stated, pointing to a silver elevator door.

      Selby watched with interest as her escort pecked at the security pad and leaned his face into the iris scanner. As they entered the private elevator, she caught a glimpse of the armed guard patrolling the corridor. His ice-cold glare didn’t falter as she gave him a small smile. The doors zipped shut, and with lightning speed, they ascended. Selby consciously counted to ten, taking slow breaths, keeping her eyes on the numbers that ticked by overhead.

      She despised heights and supposed she should be grateful that she’d avoided the glass box in which she’d watched others ride upward. A sheen of perspiration broke out on her forehead as it lurched to a stop. Closing her eyes, she regained her composure, clutching her leather briefcase. Long ago, she’d learned to recognize symptoms of the impending panic attacks. Racing pulse. Certainty of death. She’d cough a few times before the invisible throttle around her throat commenced. Breathe. Meditate. No fear, no fear, no fear. As the metal door slid open, Selby forced herself to relax, trying not to appear as if she’d just been chased by a serial killer. Her foot landed on the other side of the grate and her body and mind calmed.

      Selby took in her surroundings as they walked onto the executive floor. Every corporation was different. Some were old school with mahogany walled offices for the C-level employees. Others were more egalitarian, with dividers, open cubicles, leaving little privacy for any employee. This, however, was contemporary, sleek. The bright office space was countered with colorful abstract art. Ficus trees grew in the corners, sprouting from ornate in-floor wrought iron planters. Asiatic lilies sat perched on decorative side tables, their sweet aroma permeating the air. Crown molding adorned the walls, with heavy wooden doors leading into individual offices. Selby wondered if Garrett had discovered the secret to productivity via workplace décor or if some designer had simply created the peaceful aura within his corporation’s secretive walls.

      Selby eyed a platter of ornate chocolates that had been set out in a small waiting room, but her focus was soon drawn to Lars’ booming voice which sounded from the end of the long hallway. Without asking, she sped past her chaperone. She barely gave notice to his order not to enter the office and didn’t waste time contemplating whether or not to go through the door that was already slightly ajar. As it flew open, she observed Lars standing with his hands on his hips, and his angry eyes met hers. As if she’d slapped them both, silence befell the room. Selby’s attention immediately went to Garrett, whose commanding presence sent a shiver down her spine. Frozen in place, she reached for the courage she knew she possessed on any other given day.

      “Do we have a problem?” she asked, feigning confidence.

      “Miss Reynolds, please have a seat.”

      Selby stood firm as he ordered her to sit. She shook off the fleeting urge to submit to his wish and instead glared at him. His blue eyes flickered in amusement, but the tight line drawn across his supple lips gave no indication of acquiescence. She braced her nerves, anticipating his next command. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been subject to demanding executives in the past. But she’d never felt the hardness of their body against hers, the electric desire that sparked between a man and a woman.

      “Are we all sitting?” she challenged.

      “Play nice, Selby,” Lars warned.

      “Doesn’t sound like you were playing nice? Or do you two like it rough?” Her expression flared with sarcasm.

      “Hey now.” Lars laughed.

      “Sometimes,” Garrett answered with a small knowing smile, “but I assure you, Miss Reynolds, this is a gentleman’s disagreement. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Selby,” she corrected. I bet he does like it rough, she thought. Was he flirting? Determined not to let him shake her, she glossed over his comment and addressed Lars. “Did you bring the contract?”

      “We were just discussing the terms.” Garrett approached Selby, closing the space between them. “But before we continue, perhaps it’s best that we get off on the right foot. You can hardly expect me to engage with a stranger.”

      At his statement, Selby resisted the urge to give a nervous laugh. He knew damn well that they’d met. But in the interest of client relations, she stepped forward, extending her hand to him as if it was the very first time they’d met.

      “Selby Reynolds. Executive recruiter and information systems expert. I work for Lars.” As he took her palm in his, her skin sizzled with sexual awareness.

      “Garrett Emerson. CEO and owner of Emerson Industries.”

      “Nice to meet you…I, um…Lars said,” she stammered. Flustered, she lost her words as he stared deep into her eyes as if he was trying to read her thoughts. She unsuccessfully fought the heat that rose in her cheeks as the memory from the club flashed in her mind.

      “A pleasure,” he replied, releasing her. As if a switch had gone off, his demeanor changed as he turned to the window.

      “I understand you’re in need of my services. Lars explained that you have a critical position that is currently unoccupied,” she continued, attempting to regain her composure.

      “I’m well aware of the impact the recent loss of personnel has had on my business.” Garrett gestured to the chair and walked behind his desk. “Please. Take a seat.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Selby did as he asked, but inwardly cringed as hardness washed over his face, his eyes darting from Lars back to her.

      “As I was saying…a loss of staff.” Garrett fell back into his chair, ignoring her comment, and held up several pieces of paper. “This contract…I’m not sure the terms are clear.”

      “The terms are both standard and non-negotiable. This is what I can promise you. Whatever sensitive projects your staff member was responsible for, I can handle as long as they are technology related. I’m not an accountant. I’m not a lawyer. Nor am I a scientist. So if your CTO was involved in these matters, I do need to be aware when I recruit; however I cannot provide those services. I do, however, have a proven track record of inserting myself within organizations as interim CIO or CTO, depending on the situation, and managing current workflow within the organization. I can help with your outsourcing discussions, and present to your board. I will also recruit and help you acquire talent who can permanently fill the position.” Selby’s back straightened as she fell into her comfort zone, discussing what she could easily provide to not just Garrett but any client who required her services. “As I’ve explained to Lars, the contract must be in place for me to begin. Please don’t take offense. I have utilized it for other clients as well. I understand he’s doing this as a personal favor to you, but I prefer to treat this as any other transaction. I assume you’ve checked my clearances, but I want to personally assure you of my confidentiality with regards to all aspects of Emerson Industries’ business matters. If there’s anything you need to ask me in order to proceed, please feel free.”

      Every word of what she’d said was true, but she’d never worked for anyone as powerful and influential as Garrett Emerson. Despite the risk, working for Emerson Industries was a huge opportunity, and as she sat before the mogul, she hoped she’d successfully presented her case.

      As silence filled the room, Selby flattened her hands along her skirt, willing them not to tremble. Unable to read Garrett’s expression, she waited on the momentous verdict.
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      Garrett fought the urge to throttle Lars. Why did I ever entertain the idea of listening to him? Goddamn it, he’d brought a fucking contract to his office. Contracts were par for the course, but a nondisclosure? Garrett swore that he must have been out of his damn mind, because he’d already signed it. Selby Reynolds. She’d switched roles as if she’d been an actress in a play. Gone was the burlesque performer. She’d been replaced by an educated business persona, one who clearly had no intention of acknowledging their previous encounter. As if they’d never met, she’d met him with a cool smile, her palm soft as he took her hand in his.

      Garrett eyed Selby, concealing his feelings. She’d stormed into his office and challenged him in a spirited banter, one that’d turned his dick to steel. Despite her fiery words, she’d eventually submitted quite nicely. A coil of regret tightened in his belly as he realized he’d have to keep his hands off the lovely Miss Reynolds. He knew it was wrong but he couldn’t help wondering what she smelled like today, her perfume she’d worn at the club ingrained in his memory. He recalled how she’d sat on his lap, whispering for him to unlace her. It had only lasted seconds, but that brief interaction had been enough to intrigue him. He’d tucked away that little tidbit of her personality, guessing that Lars had been correct. With the way she sat prim and proper before him, the knowledge that she had the capability to push herself outside her comfort zone was an unexpected delight.

      He found it curious that she could stand up to him, acting as if she could have cared less about the position. Despite her apparent indifference, all positions at Emerson, temporary or not, were highly coveted. Yet as he studied her, he came to the conclusion that perhaps she didn’t really want to work for him. Lars. This is all his doing.

      In truth, he’d been tempted to hire her from the second Lars had thrown him the lifeline. But he knew damn well from the background check that Selby Reynolds wasn’t capable of assuming all of Evan’s projects. No one could. From technology to secret projects, his knowledge had been ubiquitous across the business. Garrett noted that despite her confident speech, her eyes darted over to Lars for support.

      He understood why she’d be nervous, but when it came to her technical expertise, there was no question about her qualifications. Garrett noticed that her breathing was unusually quiet, as if she was purposely controlling her reaction to him. A small smile broke across his face as the realization hit. Perhaps his little singer was attracted to him as well.

      Garrett blew out a breath. Well, fuck. That would make it all the more difficult for him to resist her. Her eyes caught his and his small grin widened.

      “You start today. You’ll have to go down to HR to get your ID and biometrics processed for security.”

      “I’ll need access to Evan’s files,” she began.

      “I’ve arranged an office for you on this floor. My secretary will show you.” Not Evan’s. Garrett had had one cleared for her at the end of the hallway. If he was going to survive working with her, he’d keep her far enough away that she wouldn’t distract him but close enough that he could make sure she wasn’t causing trouble.

      “I’ll need the files. Do you have his laptop? Or if he used shared files here on the network, I could use that. But it’s probably best if I can see his laptop too, just to make sure I don’t miss anything,” she persisted. Her eyes twinkled in irritation.

      “About the contract.” Garrett picked it up off his desk and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve signed it, but I plan to insert one of my own terms.”

      “Excuse me?” Selby asked.

      “My business isn’t nine to five. We work twenty-four-seven.”

      “That shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “That means when I need you, you’re there. If we don’t need you on weekends or nights, you’re on your own, but my orders come first. Am I clear, Miss Reynolds?”

      “I completely understand your concerns. It’s not unusual for corporations to need my services on weekends, but I hardly think it’s necessary to put that in the contract. It’s implied.”

      “Perhaps, but I like to make sure my ducks are in order. In my business, there’s no room for mistakes. Everything must be checked and double checked. Speaking of which, I do expect you to learn the aspects of my business. You do not need to participate in, uh,” Garrett looked to Lars and smiled, “some of the more intensive aspects of research. But you do need to be ready and willing to learn. Are you, Miss Reynolds?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Garrett sucked a breath as the two little words from her soft lips caused his cock to jerk. His pants tightened around his groin, and he discreetly tugged on the fabric.

      “I suppose we have a deal then. You help me get Evan’s project back on track and start recruiting.”

      Selby gave him a hesitant smile. She didn’t trust him, he knew. Shit, he didn’t trust himself around her either. Lars grinned as well, but Garrett recognized the cautionary tick in his jaw. He shoved out of his chair and rounded the desk. He extended his right hand to her, still holding the contract in his left.

      Selby stood to meet him, and her warm hand firmly locked onto his. He sensed that she was determined to exert her dominance, attempting to draw attention from the sexual tension that flared in their touch. He heard a deliberate cough from Lars, and caught his pointed glare. Releasing her fingers, he turned to the window, determined to resume control.

      “When you come up from HR, please go directly to your office. Expect to find your laptop, tablet, and phone. We have standard security procedures. No equipment is allowed in or out of the office. You need to leave your personal electronics at home or check them in with security at the door. If you need anything else, please let my secretary know. He’ll set up an appointment for us tomorrow to review the projects Evan was working on as well as an in detail review of the company. This includes getting to know what we do here. Not just reading about it either. Your participation will be required.”

      “I’m not sure why that’s necessary. I can assure you I’ve worked at many companies and can attend to my projects without any sort of special orientation. I don’t need to make a video game to know how it’s used,” she argued.

      “It’s the only way for you to comprehend even a fraction of what occurs behind these walls. You’re going to be leading and interacting with people here who expect you to walk the walk. They may give you some leeway given your temporary status, but if you’re responsible for bringing in Evan’s replacement, you’re going to have to learn more than just the surface of what’s expected.”

      “I understand,” she conceded.

      “Since you and Lars know how the managed services contracts work, I want you at the board meeting tomorrow. I know it’s short notice but between your expertise at DLar-Tech and Evan’s notes, you should be able to handle it.”

      “Certainly. Not a problem.”

      “And Selby.” Garrett loosened his tie and turned to address her as she went to exit his office.

      “Yes, Mr. Emerson.”

      “Tomorrow, after the board meeting…you’ll need to bring a bathing suit.”

      “What? I’m sorry?”

      “A bathing suit. You own one, right?”

      “Yes, but…”

      Garrett smiled as Selby attempted to remain professional, but was unable to hide the flicker of shock in her eyes.

      “I thought we’d start with aquatics, polymers…things like that. That is unless you prefer our skydiving division. If the weather’s nice we could take the plane and…”

      “Aquatics it is,” she answered curtly. Her face went pale and she reached for her neck as if to try to get more air. She braced her palm on the doorjamb.

      Garrett immediately recognized her change in disposition at his mention of skydiving. He rushed over to her side. Cupping her cheek, he tipped her chin so her eyes met his.

      “Hey, I was just kidding. Take a deep breath, sweetheart.”

      “I’m sorry…no, I’m okay.” She coughed. Her fingers reached for Garrett’s forearm, clutching it for balance.

      “Selby, you okay?” Lars asked.

      Garrett held a hand out to his friend, who seemed intent on comforting Selby. While Lars certainly knew her better than he did, she was his responsibility now. Whatever was going on with her was something he’d need to address.

      “Sure she is. Look, you’re breathing’s better already,” Garrett assured her. He inadvertently put a comforting hand on her back and gently rubbed it.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      Garrett didn’t resist as she broke away from him, releasing his arm. She thanked him once again before leaving, and he made no attempt to stop her. His eyes went to Lars, whose expression had gone serious, disapproving of how he’d handled the situation. Letting Selby go was something Garrett would have to learn how to do, he knew, but knowing and doing were two different things. He prayed he could get his shit together before his next meeting with Miss Selby Reynolds.
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      Selby sat behind her desk and sighed, embarrassed that she’d nearly fallen into a panic attack at the mention of skydiving. Taken off guard by her fervid interaction with Garrett, she’d lost focus. At one time she would have jumped at the chance to work at Emerson Industries; now she regretted letting Lars talk her into helping him. She was well aware that it was the opportunity of a lifetime to learn from the maverick himself, one not bestowed on many professionals. The knowledge she’d gain, even in a few short weeks, would be of immeasurable benefit to her career.

      But the sexual tension had been palpable, and setting aside the distraction would prove difficult. Although there’d been a few clients who she’d been attracted to over the years, she’d never given her feelings serious consideration, unwilling to compromise propriety. On past assignments, when she’d been approached for a date, she’d politely turned down the suitor. If he’d pursued her further, she’d resorted to her contract terms, which specifically allowed her to leave for any reason. All business, Selby had been successful in rebuking interest.

      Garrett Emerson, however, had ignited her every nerve; her willpower was precariously close to disintegrating. Their fiery interaction had been nearly as satisfying as foreplay, and her thoughts had immediately gone to sex. When he’d shaken her hand, holding onto her just a second longer than what would be considered normal for a casual interaction, her arousal had flared, and she’d struggled to articulate the reason she was even standing in his office.

      Selby put her head into her hands, recalling what she’d done to him at the club, the smell of his leather jacket and his erection prodding her bottom fresh in her mind. She closed her eyes and laughed, mortified at both her girlish reaction and the fantasies swirling about in her thoughts.

      It was crazy to think he’d ever be with someone like her anyway. She could barely make it up the elevator without losing her shit. Meanwhile, his idea of fun was free time base jumping off a skyscraper in Dubai.

      Over the years, she’d followed him in business magazines. Although he was undoubtedly known for his charisma, it was perhaps his Cinderella story that intrigued her more than anything else. Unlike others in whose circles he moved, he hadn’t been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. On the contrary, he’d come from a blue-collar background. He’d worked his way through Stanford, where he’d studied business. It was there he’d first experienced the joy of falling thousands of feet from a plane. He turned his hobby into a business, and Emerson Industries exploded into a Fortune 500 company within two years. He’d cornered the niche market on equipment for extreme sports and snared several high-profile government contracts.

      Wall Street loved him, but behind closed doors, they feared him. Respected for his cunning and innovative strategies, he’d decimated his competition. Men wanted to be him and women simply wanted him. While he reportedly lived a lavish lifestyle, he was well known for his philanthropic ways.

      Selby shook her head, realizing how ridiculous she’d been for considering indulging in her fantasy. Once he found out about her panic attacks, the extent of her fears, there was no way he’d be interested in her. What he’d seen in the club was a façade. The real Selby wanted to be that fearless singer. Maybe someday she’d be that person, but today she was only confident in what she did best, working within the confines of cubicles with her nose rooted into a computer screen.

      She prayed Garrett would ignore her. She couldn’t afford to slip up, to compromise her reputation for an adolescent crush. After her epic fail at keeping her cool in a fifteen-minute meeting, she wondered if she’d survive an entire day in his presence. As she churned it through in her mind, she hoped that he’d pawn her off to one of his executives. If she wasn’t in close proximity to Garrett, she’d have an easier time dousing the flame inside her.

      Selby glanced around her newly appointed office, noting that it seemed to fit Garrett’s avant-garde taste. She ran her fingertips over the smooth black Basalt desk surface. Its cool texture sat in stark contrast to the white walls and leather furniture. A tall bamboo plant sat in the corner, its stalks braided upward into a blossom of green leaves.

      She looked to the laptop docked in its station, her name labeled on its cover, which told her that Garrett had known of and prepared for her arrival despite any misgivings he held. She opened it, and performed a cursory review of the Emerson policies and procedures. Within thirty minutes, she received a personal message from Garrett, complete with links granting her access to Evan’s projects.

      Immersed in the files, Selby lost track of time. From change requests to software upgrades, the existing IT initiative appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary. From what she’d discovered, Evan had laid the groundwork to ensure the successful outcome of outsourcing negotiations between DLar-Tech and Emerson. While the decision to take operations offsite wasn’t always supported by all C level executives, the financials of doing so spoke for themselves.

      As she pored through the information, it became evident that her predecessor had also worked on several key product initiatives. She jotted down her thoughts about who she could recruit to fill the position long term. Oversight of information technology and security needs was a given. But finding a resource with knowledge regarding materials related to skydiving and other extreme sports would certainly make her job more difficult.

      As she delved further into the data, she saw several references to the PFx Prototype project. Unable to find any specific folders or projects relating to it, she ran a search on all drives, but found nothing. Selby guessed that if she backended the system, she might be able to worm her way into where she suspected the file had been hidden. But she was certain that Garrett wouldn’t be thrilled if she hacked into his files. What she really needed was Evan Tredioux’s laptop, access to all his files, not just the ones Garrett wanted her to see.

      Selby rubbed her eyes, deciding how to handle the situation. As part of their contract, Garrett had agreed to give her access to everything she needed to do her job. She considered asking a secretary, but when she looked at her watch, it was already ten o’clock. If she could just take a quick look around Evan’s office, she might be able to get his notebook and continue working.

      Garrett’s email had confirmed the morning board meeting where she was expected to discuss her transition and plan for recruitment. Whatever this PFx Prototype was, she wanted details. There was nothing worse than being blindsided by executives, who possibly already doubted the credibility of an interim consultant. And there was no way she was making a fool out of herself in front of Garrett Emerson again.

      Selby smoothed down her now wrinkled shirt, straightened her skirt and slipped on her pumps, cursing the damn nylons she’d worn. She wrapped her hand around the cool metal doorknob and set off to find Garrett. She peeked her head into the darkened hallway and the motion activated lights flashed on. Her heels clicked along the dark cherry floors, cutting through the deafening silence. With not a soul in the office, it was eerily quiet, but she hoped she’d catch Garrett working late.

      She stopped at a break alcove and took a bottle of water out of the staff refrigerator. As she continued toward his office, she found herself looking over her shoulder. She knew it was silly but she felt as if she was in a B movie, except this was no basement. It was a perfectly safe corporate building, one that was heavily guarded. She glanced up to a small black dome in the ceiling, recognizing it as a security camera. Taking a deep breath, she advanced toward her destination.

      His door was closed. She knocked, once, twice, but no one answered. Disappointed, she rubbed her eyes and sighed. Decision time. Garrett hadn’t given her his cell number, so she could either go searching for answers in Evan’s office or attempt to catch Garrett in the morning.

      Hacking once again crossed her mind, but she knew doing so would set him off worse than the other two options. It had been her experience that backdooring computer systems always made people uncomfortable. She knew that he knew she could do it, but going full on hack on day one in his company didn’t seem
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