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Heavy bass throbbed through the room. When a particularly awesome section started, Olivia sprang to her feet. She gyrated her hips and waved her hands as she sang along. The program she’d coded could wait. Not like the strings of pixels were going anywhere while she enjoyed the music. She wiggled her butt through the refrain and grabbed a nearby water bottle to double as her microphone for the last ear-splitting notes.

The drumbeat reverberated through the lab as the song ended.

“And the crowd goes wild.” She bowed to the set of blank computer screens as she struggled to even out her breathing. As the next song began, she dropped back into her chair. Spun a few times while she waited for her monitor to shake off the sleep mode.

Lines of code flew by as the command she’d executed churned. Hopefully the one line she’d stupidly transposed near the end last time wouldn’t cause a snag in the system. Always one silly mistake blowing up an entire night of work.

The computer beeped.

“Only one way to find out if this baby works.” She retrieved the U-shaped headset from the charging station and set it in place against the back of her head. She grabbed the palm-sized remote and positioned herself on her favorite chair in the lab as she waited for the confirmation beep.

Everyone had their favorite test protocol to put the programs through their paces. As an adrenaline junkie, she’d been to the moon, won the Indianapolis 500, and even skydived from high altitude without a parachute. But Mother Nature held the most powerful draw as she seduced Olivia time and time again with her gorgeous sunsets, cottony snowfalls, and violent thunderstorms.

And then there were the most tumultuous creatures of all whose wrath defied logic and beauty. Tornadoes used to be a thing of legend passed down from farmer to farmer. The killer phenomenon wasn’t captured on video. Wasn’t seen in photos. They appeared. Scoured the earth for a few miles and vanished. The stories had grown as wild and unbelievable as the storms themselves.

Garvey would tear her a new one if he knew she was going into the machine unsupervised. But the itch to be in the thick of the action was too tempting to resist. Pesky rules. Peskier boss. The system had performed beautifully every single time they’d fired it up since Arden had developed the fix for the bothersome glitches. Strange to think the boss man didn’t have more faith in his wife.

Olivia settled back as she flipped the switch and waited for the program to engage.

* * * *
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Lightning split the wildly painted sky. Angry black clouds rolled overhead, demanding attention from the tranquil sunset. Wind rushed past Olivia’s ears. Blew her long locks into total disarray. Miles ahead, the cloud’s trademark flying-saucer shape had morphed into a multistory cylinder hovering over the earth. Layers of rotating clouds bubbled in circular tiers. Higher, clouds swept inward, then out—like February’s history-making waves on the North Shore. The ocean of dark clouds consumed half the sky. The brilliant blue a sharp contrast to the menacing black bruises, as though the sky were locked in a vicious boxing match where there would only be one victor.

Lightning licked at the clouds. The curving sides. It caressed the storm. Loving it. Egging the turbulent clouds on as another bolt exploded in a burst of vibrant energy. She was here for the evolution of the storm for once. The structure was unbelievably beautiful. Though she’d been through it several times, skipped it even more to get right to the chase, the majesty of the storm’s birth never got old.

Long, flat stretches of unbroken earth right in the center of the country made for the best viewing during chase season. Ooooklahoma, where the wind comes sweepin’ down the plain.

She pushed closer and closer as she tempted fate. Straw, leaves, and random pieces of trash got caught in the upflow. Helpless bugs splattered the windshield. A rock statue thumped against the passenger window.

“Was that a garden gnome?” her companion asked.

“Better than a cow,” she muttered. A web of veins spread along her sightline, obscuring it. She’d have to rely on her virtual partner to guide her. “Are you going to read me some data or jack off to Mother Nature?”

“Shit. Right.” He started banging away at two keyboards at once. “Getting closer.”

“Close nothing.” Olivia’s focus honed on the descending wall cloud where the strongest updrafts indicated the heart of the storm. “Baby is going to drop right on top of us.” She whooped and hollered as she depressed the gas pedal so the car surged forward.

“Can’t get this kind of action on the island, can you, sunshine?” Her companion gave a yell of his own as the white funnel kissed the ground once, twice, sent up a plume of dirt, then settled in for the long haul. Dirt spiraled up through the high winds as it turned the column a dark black. The scent of rain, freshly cut grass, and churned dirt filled her nostrils.

The car gave a wild jerk that had her fighting the steering. “Shitty pothole-ridden road. Don’t these people ever fix anything?”

“For what? The six cars a year this road sees? Now c’mon, go. Go!”

Encouraged, Olivia turned the wheel sharply. Her teeth rattled at the sudden jar that shook the vehicle as she abandoned the pavement. Severed ears of corn thwacked hard against the hood, then bounced away as she plowed through the field. Some farmer was going to be pissed when he came out to harvest his crop.

If he didn’t lose his house first.

Olivia’s focus was razor-guided, as though her hands knew where to steer before her brain did. That kind of software wasn’t an enhancement to the system, though such an upgrade could certainly be programmed in for the user’s preference. Her drive to chase, to feel the exquisite rush of adrenaline, came from pure instinct.

She punched the accelerator to urge the chase vehicle faster, its progress impeded by the pelting crop. Rain sheeted over the cracked windshield as a downpour began. Pings on the roof started seconds later as baseball-size hail bombarded the car.

“Hail. We’ve got hail.”

Hopefully the windshield would hold. Stupid smiling gnome.

“We’re almost there.” The steering wheel jerked in her grip, but she fought, feeling the strain of her forearms and biceps increase as she wrestled the wheel.

“Rotation is good. Sightline is good. Better if we can get out of this field, or we’re going to get buried in produce.”

Just as he finished, the car punched through the edge of the field and out onto slick blacktop. The backend of the car fishtailed. Olivia corrected, pleased when she felt the rear settle back into place. She honked the horn. Laid on it when a couple of cars wouldn’t get out of her way. The anemometers on the roofs of those two cars spun like tops. Wind speed indicators meant chasers. Pursuit vehicles swarmed like insects jockeying for position.

“Better off in the field.”

She maneuvered through the web of annoyances. Breathed easier when there was nothing but open road in front of her. The tornado had shifted its track while she’d been fighting the professionals and amateurs out looking for the same thrill.

“Got some ground to cover.”

He’d officially gone from cute to annoying. Next time she ran the sim, he was out. She’d rather face these beasts alone than face the constant stream of unnecessary chatter. She accelerated, weaving her way past honking cars. Within a few minutes, they sped parallel to the tornado. One eye on the road ahead of her. One on the spinning clouds.

“What the fuck is that?”

A large piece of farm equipment dropped directly in front of them. Lake to the left. Tornado to the right. Time to pick the lesser of two evils. Olivia jerked the wheel hard to the right. Dark, evil clouds filled the windshield so close, she was pretty sure it would scrape the paint off her chase vehicle.

“She’s got us!” The virtual world and the real one overlaid each other. “What the—” A violent tornado tore through the GKM Technologies lab in the heart of downtown Honolulu. But the powerful gusting winds barely ruffled the stacks of paper sitting in the corner. Rain streaked across her vision, ghosted over her skin, but didn’t touch the expensive computer equipment. She rubbed her eyes and found everything aligned when she opened them again.

Normal lab.

No twister.

One big, baaaad boss.

“What the hell are you doing?”

She winced at his menacing scowl. “Satisfying my fascination with Twister?”

“Better than reenacting your obsession with a certain narcissistic psycho killer who prances around in a raincoat while he chops up his latest victim with an axe.” Garvey twisted his lips. His eyes flared with the heat of a thousand suns. “You know you’re not supposed to plug in unsupervised.”

“Arden cleared us months ago.”

He set his wide hands on either side of her body. Leaned into her personal space until they were nose to nose. “Does Arden deposit money into your bank account once a month?” She bit her lip to restrain the comeback on the tip of her tongue. As much as it sucked to admit, he had a point. Garvey’s expression softened. “How was it?”

“Fine before you interrupted.” He cocked an eyebrow. Most people would have tucked tail and run. But she’d worked for him long enough his intimidation had no effect. Underneath his gruff exterior, when it came to his virtual reality machine, Garvey McShea was a great big teddy bear. She stuck out her tongue instead. Fortunately they were good friends as well, so she knew he would take her jest in stride. “Fabulous, all right? Better than we could have ever hoped for.”

He finally stood to free her from the Garvey-cage. “No glitches?”

“Not since your extremely talented wife installed the patch.” She noticed her heart rate had settled out again. The adrenaline rush of the chase had faded, though thanks to the expensive virtual reality tech, it had been just as real as if she’d actually been there.

At least she assumed. She’d never stepped foot in Oklahoma. Or anywhere near the infamous tornado alley on the mainland. She had a great big check box just waiting to be filled next to that item on her bucket list. As long as she kept working for Garvey, she’d be able to fund the once-in-a-lifetime trip.

Olivia wouldn’t admit it to Garvey, but her jealousy of Arden ran deep. Not because the woman owned one hell of an awesome vintage wardrobe. Had a handsome-as-sin husband who adored her. Nope, none of those trivial material things caused the green-eyed monster to rage.

Arden had better programming skills than the three geek wizards Garvey employed combined. It was a wonder he even bothered to keep them on staff since he’d hired his former flame. Of course, his skilled staff had come in handy when he and Arden suddenly eloped to some secluded location.

There were other reasons Olivia envied Arden McShea that had nothing to do with computers, clothing, or programming skills. Since day one of Olivia’s employment, Garvey had been an open book. As one of his analysts, Olivia had witnessed more than her fair share of Garvey’s preferred method of testing the simulator when they’d uncovered the heart rate acceleration issue. Nothing was out of bounds for him. Nothing. Olivia could only imagine what it was like to—nope. Not going to go there. Nope. Nope. Nope. Garvey was her boss and a trustworthy friend. It wasn’t as though she was attracted to him. But his brand of adventurous sex had a certain amount of appeal she found herself drawn to. Her way of covering her interest in the lifestyle was to joke around with Garvey. 

“System is as smooth as I’ve ever seen it.” She purposefully steered her thoughts back to the machine. “Should make your customers elated.” Whoever those customers were. Who paid the invoices so she could pay her bills wasn’t her concern. Garvey could be in league with Loki for all Olivia cared. She got paid to play around with state-of-the-art technology. Not to ask boring customer account questions.

Pretty damn awesome life by her standards.

She replaced the head set unit on the charger, making sure it was securely plugged in. Heart rate settled, she picked up her empty mug and scooted past Garvey to head toward the kitchen. As she poured the last of the cold coffee, she heard the soft clacking of keystrokes.

Please, oh please, do not let me go back in there and find him testing.

The last test he’d run through was still burned in her brain. Yeah, okay, it was all pixels and data stream, so it wasn’t like she was actually seeing living flesh, but it sure as shit looked real. It wasn’t as though it bothered her to watch her boss chain some anonymous woman to a post and whip her. Olivia had been the one to write the program down to the last kilobyte based on Garvey’s sadistic, scrawling notes. But watching scenes like that planted ideas and fantasies she had no business entertaining.

She’d never used the simulator for sex. Well, okay, there’d been that one time she’d programmed the machine just to see if it was possible. But she’d chickened out at the last minute and wiped all traces of the program from the hard drive.

As she stepped back into the room, she noticed Garvey’s focus was not on the screens—thank God—but on the notes she’d jotted earlier. The ones—mother effer. The list of websites she wanted to check out when she got home. The very pornographic and explicit websites an acquaintance from one of the kink sites she frequented mentioned.

Play it cool. Certainly nothing he’d never seen before. The man played with knives during sex, for pity’s sake. Surely her tame interests were too vanilla for him to ask what she was doing.

“Would you like some coffee?” She did a little dance inside, pleased her voice hadn’t shaken.

“No, thanks.” Garvey’s bulk towered over her small, tidy desk as he hovered over her workstation, his back to her. It was then she noticed how he was dressed. Various tattoos roping up his arms. Dark jeans. Leather vest with a large white and green patch in the center. A fist surrounded by elaborate Celtic knots and two arcs above and below filled with block letters.

Riding Irish.

Hawaii.

Garvey always wore a suit to the office, which covered his artwork. This was the first time she’d ever viewed them in all their glory. He turned and met her gaze squarely. “Chasing tornados, huh? Should have guessed since you’re the resident weather bug.”

“We all get our kicks in different ways.” Seriously, Woo? She started to apologize when she noticed Garvey’s wide smile. Better to remain silent, lest she trip face-first into more trouble. No need to goad him further. Or give him ideas he’d want to test out immediately.

“Working late tonight?”

“Better than sitting around my place binge-watching TV shows about women in prison.” She ignored the brief lift of his eyebrows. “Come to get some work done?”

“Came to make sure my employees aren’t overworking themselves. It’s Valentine’s weekend, Olivia. Why are you here?”

She cut her gaze to the side as she passed. “Because it’s Valentine’s weekend.”

“I thought I was going to have to chase Hackett out of here. Not you.”

“Yeah, well, Hackett is probably hunkered down in front of his computer chasing virtual girls in Second Life.” She tapped him companionably on his forearm. “Promise I’ll leave soon. I have a few hours of work left.”

“No you don’t.” Garvey snapped the power on her workstation.

“Hey!”

He glared over his shoulder as he tucked her chair under the desk. “You’re done because I say you’re done. Did you drive here?”

She had to work to keep from crossing her arms in defiance. “No.”

“Good. Saves me the trouble of getting your car to your place.” He flipped off the lights in the laboratory. Waited for her to join him at the exit door.

Though she preferred the dark, she wasn’t interested in incurring the wrath of Hurricane Garvey. She’d been through that tempest more than once already and barely survived. “You kidnapping me?”

“Depends on you. Would certainly be more pleasant if you come along willingly.”

“Your wife know you’re into all this kinky shit?”

He shot her a wolfish grin as she squeezed past. “Who do you think introduced me to it?”

“You know, boss man, you’re kind of an asshole when you want your way.”

“Only kind of?” At the elevator, he tapped the button to the second-floor parking garage. “Have to work on that.”
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