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  The Geek Outgeeks the Scientist Blurb



Proud geek Neevie Harrington has to deal with an ever-shrinking budget, sleep deprivation, and now the bane of her existence is bleating about lab break-ins. She doesn’t need this man insisting they discover the identity of who is after their precious data. Then again, she doesn’t need additional long hours spent at work either. She does need more sleep and less coffee.

Patient, gorgeous Jackson Collins, like Neevie, is just trying to find a cure for superbugs. No biggie. But he’s distracted by whoever keeps sneaking into his lab. He is not distracted by his prickly, adorable colleague, who somehow manages to make her nerdy glasses look cute.

Playing footsies might be tempting with snarky Neevie but he’s got a cure to find and a lab breaker to catch. Whether it’s wise to join forces or not is still in question.
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  Chapter 1


Neevie Harrington wouldn’t go so far as to say she hated Jackson Collins. That seemed a little extreme. But if the opportunity arose to push him in front of a bus, she’d totally enjoy that sort of exercise. Probably unacceptable, but fun. So much fun.  
Wrong, but fun.
It’d feel great. Satisfying. Oh so satisfying.
Not that she’d ever do it. No. Not her.
Not Neevie Harrington of the tall, skinny, wild dark hair variety, complete with dark glasses that screamed “I’m a geek!” The type who jumped up and down and flapped her arms level geek.
Of course she’d never done that. In front of anyone.
No, she definitely hadn’t done that in front of Jackson Collins.
See, we have to push him in front of a bus. Then no one knows.
She almost snorted her industrial strength coffee out her nose. 
Embarrassing.
And painful.
She knew this from experience. And only prevented herself from snorting out the hot, acidic liquid right now through years of endurance training.
And everyone wonders why I don’t have a boyfriend. Her loved ones must be completely blind to what everyone else in the world saw. Major geek coming through. Give her plenty of space because girl is likely to knock something or someone over. She personally loved geeks. Really, what wasn’t to love? Smart, funny, okay, also socially awkward, but that was part of their charm. Never once in her life had she ever regretted being a geek.
That little voice in the back of her mind rose up to remind her about the arm flapping incident. Okay, she regretted that. Actually, she regretted that Jackson had witnessed it…
She yawned and lamented her questionable decision to stay up late last night playing the newest interactive game online. This had been a truly terrible decision because she was so sleep deprived already that she should have taken the opportunity to get at least five hours of uninterrupted sleep.
The industrial strength coffee that was responsible for most of the ominous stains on her lab coat had so far failed to kick in. When she nearly ran into none other than Jackson Collins in the hallway at the Pennsylvania research institute where they worked looking fresh and rested and too handsome for this world, she definitely made a noise in the back of her throat that some might take as threatening.
The corners of his eyes crinkled in that way only her questionable presence produced. All encounters with her—okay most—encounters with her produced this result. She was pretty sure the crinkling meant he was amused.
No one enjoyed someone who regularly laughed at them.
“Someone stayed up late last night?”
She growled before swallowing another gulp of wake-up elixir.
“I can smell the octane of that stuff.” His nose wrinkled. “Are you sure that liquid shouldn’t go in your gas tank?”
Okay, valid question. She pried the hard plastic lid off and sniffed. “Maybe.” Her voice croaked. She groaned, wafted the cup under his perfect nose, then couldn’t get the lid back on.
“This might explain why you never get sick.” He took her coffee cup and the dripping lid and connected them as though he’d been doing it all his life.
She took her mug back and wished. Wished she was beautiful and well-groomed and didn’t have coffee stains on her lab coat. Only she hadn’t even donned that yet.
No, she wore a rumpled top, comfortable pants that probably should have been thrown out two years ago but were well loved because they fit. It was hard to find pants that fit her long frame. So what if these might be getting thin in the rear. She wore a lab coat most of the day.
An expression of thanks was required. “Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome. Can you please come see me when you wake up?” He glanced at the clock. “And after your meeting with Stacker.”
She groaned again. “No, I can’t see him today. It’s too much.”
Jackson made a sympathetic noise and when he caught her eyeing the nearest exit, turned her in the direction of her lab.
“This way, champ.” He always called her Champ. Which was an improvement over her other nickname here—GeekGirl.
The latter being totally unoriginal and stupid. Thank you, Captain Obvious. 
Take your fake social smiles and lack of science skills and… go play in traffic.
Ugh, can I start this day again? Please?
Maybe better go back to last night. When I decided it’d be a great idea to play a new game that, of course, sucked me in until the wee hours.
It seemed to take forever to plod to her lab. Then her key didn’t want to go into the lock. Because you know—you had to use the right key—then she almost dropped her coffee when she tripped over an obstacle that shouldn’t have been in her lab.
Why is a mop bucket and mop right inside the doorway? Who did that?
Neevie managed to set her mug down before she dropped it and that would be a shame. She’d never get anything done today.
Her lab looked shiny and clean, only no one should have been in here after hours. No one other than her and her vacationing assistant had keys to this space. Supposedly.
The hair on her nape rose.
With a few mutterings, she grabbed the nearest phone to call Stacker. Her boss—so named because he stacked work on all of them but never seemed to have anything to do himself. However, he enjoyed trying to add his name to their research once they published.
Neevie had learned to drill him on the research in front of the ones she sought to impress in order for them to see the man had no idea about the research and had consequently earned herself a top spot on his blacklist. Not that she cared. He was a mediocre supervisor, and a subpar human being.
And at this thought, she hung up the phone. Rubbing her arms didn’t help much to ease the chill swirling around her.
A bang on her door made her jump and shriek.
Jackson burst into her lab. It mollified her that he tripped over the same mop and bucket setup. He turned incredulous eyes to her.
“You decided to mop your lab first thing this morning?”
She swallowed. “I found it here this morning. It wasn’t there last evening when I left.”
“Who else has a key to your lab?”
What was with the interrogation?
But her body kept flushing with adrenaline and she wasn’t one whose brain functioned well under those circumstances. Lately, her brain only functioned well under the influence of strong coffee. See the whole sleep deprivation thing for reference.
“My assistant, Diana. Who is currently cavorting on the beaches of the Caribbean with her new husband.”
He swallowed. “You and Diana are the only two with keys to this lab?”
“That’s what I thought.” She glumly eyed the mop and bucket. It’s too early for laboratory espionage. Actually, the lab variety could be described as nothing short of boring.
But she worked hard. No one was gonna steal her research without major repercussions.
“We have a problem.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The glare Neevie slanted at him made Jackson smile—internally—because otherwise he might end up under her microscope. This instance was the only time recently that he wanted to smile.
“No kidding.” She flung a hand toward the dirty yellow industrial mop bucket complete with protruding mop.
He gestured for her to follow him into her office. Contrary to what he had suspected, this space was neat, relatively clean, and organized. Jackson tried not to stare.
Neevie flung herself into her chair before she ejected out again and left the office. He was left gaping after her. This woman did that to him. A lot.
She returned with her chemical smelling coffee. He bet she could achieve a sparkle if she cleaned with it. He did not mention that thought.
A few long draws later and she finally faced him.
She did not speak.
Oh, I guess that means I have to explain. You have some ‘splaining to do, Jackson. He snigger-grimaced at his own bad joke, thankful she couldn’t hear his thoughts. And that she hadn’t woken up yet.
If she kept sucking down that fire-retardant stuff, she should wake up soon.
He settled into the other chair in the room and was surprised it was comfortable. His eyebrows must have soared.
“Diana uses that chair whenever we need to discuss something. She claims to have a sensitive tush.” The semblance of a fond smile tickled Neevie’s lips.
Why does this woman intrigue me so much? She was the polar opposite of who he thought he’d be attracted to. He couldn’t even imagine a date with her. She’d likely accidentally spill her drink all over him, then for additional fun, manage to spill his on him too.
Her hair looked especially wild this morning. It hadn’t taken priority today. Not that it ever seemed to. Masses of dark curls that writhed every which way and seemed to do whatever they wanted.
Dark framed glasses framed the prettiest green eyes he’d ever seen. His cousin Alexis, currently in a serious relationship with Neevie’s twin brother, Nick, claimed that’s one of the first things she’d noticed about Nick. Jackson could concur, at least about Neevie. Her eyes seemed to glow in the most delicately feminine face he’d ever seen.
Wait, where did that come from?
Yet, if he took a minute to think about it, which he never did, he’d agree with himself. She was tall, thin, and delicate in that feminine manner that was at complete odds with his typical masculine frame. The usual Y shape men came in.
Something about Neevie made him feel alive.
“Why do we have a problem?” She didn’t slurp in the annoying way Alexis did, but she definitely sucked down more coffee.
There couldn’t be much more liquid left in that mug. Right?
“I entered my lab this morning and noticed someone else had been in it.”
It took longer than normal for Neevie’s brain to process this. When it did, she clapped her mug onto her desk and turned her full attention to him. The wake-up beverage must have finally kicked in.
He held up his hand. “No one left a mop bucket, nothing that obvious, but someone has been in my lab.”
“What about your assistant? He has a key, right?”
“Tim left two weeks ago to go to grad school. Right now, I’m working alone and I have both keys in my possession.”
“The cleaning crew don’t have access to our labs, right?” She vaguely gestured toward her lab door.
“They’re not supposed to. The day staff are supposed to clean while we’re in the lab.”
“Right.” She picked up her mug again and rolled it between her hands. “What concerns me is that someone was here, and they left evidence of their presence. Why would they do that?” Her eyes clouded. “Wait. How do you know someone was in your lab?”
“My main computer was on. I make a point of shutting it down every day and I checked, it did not update. It’s set to not automatically update. Someone turned my computer on.”
“Jackson, that’s freaky.”
“What’s freaky?”
“That someone got into your computer.” She wrapped her arms around herself.
“They didn’t get into the computer, as far as I can tell. I have a hard password, so I don’t think they got in.”
“But they turned it on.”
“Yes. What about your computer?”
“Mine has been a brick since the last time Stacker tried to use it.”
His eyebrows shot up. “He broke your computer and hasn’t bothered to replace it?”
“Correct. I called IT personally. Josh came to take a look and he says it’s done.”
“What have you been using since?”
“I have a laptop.” She rose to unlock a large cabinet behind her desk. The top cabinets had glass insert doors.
He couldn’t see a laptop. “Are you sure?”
“I hide it in plain sight.” She entered a code and the lock on the left disengaged. Neevie removed a rack of test tubes. The shelf they’d been resting on looked like glass, but she lifted part of it and removed a small laptop.
“Huh. I want one of those.”
She tugged the computer free with the ease of someone who has done so plenty of times before. “Nick and I designed this. I think he’s working to slide it into the product list of Chic Tech.”
Chic Tech was the company where her twin Nick worked in product research and development and his first cousin Alexis managed the sales staff. “You’re saying I could buy one at some point?”
“It all depends on whether Nick can get it into the Chic Tech catalog.”
“Why are you doubtful?”
“It’s not a tech device.” She patted the glass box.
“It’s a tech storage box that has the added benefit of hiding said devices. It’ll be a huge best seller.”
She looked at him over her glasses. “Have you met my brother?”
“Yeah. He seems like a good guy.”
“He’s not great at sales.” She carried her laptop to her desk. Then inspected it with care.
Jackson couldn’t read her face.
“Has it been tampered with?”
Her fierce frown made his heart drop. Someone had gotten into her locked cabinet and found her laptop in that secret box?






  
  Chapter 2


Neevie turned the computer over in her hands, scrutinizing every part of it. It took time to assess the casing. Her heart stopped thumping so hard in her chest. 
“It doesn’t look like anyone has handled this but me.”
“How do you know?” Jackson’s low question sparked something within her that she totally refused to deal with.
Geeks don’t have to deal with interpersonal connections and emotions. Hello. This is one of the many benefits of being a geek.
She pointed to a smear on the lid of the computer. “Pretty sure that’s chocolate from my afternoon snack yesterday.” Another spot caught her eye. “That’s hand lotion.”
A quick survey of the rest of the computer indicated no additional smudges. Neevie raised the lid. Both of them leaned forward to peer at the inside.
“This looks normal?” Jackson showed no signs of judgment.
And well he shouldn’t. The outside might be a mess, but the inside of her trusty machine was clean and sleek. She took a moment to admire it.
“It does. I’m not seeing any tampering so far.” A quick press of the power button and the laptop whirled to life. At the end of each day, they all powered down their machines to backup with the storage cloud. Neevie had pressed her brother to help encrypt her cloud. She didn’t trust anyone but her twin. Not even Diana, who was currently enjoying her honeymoon.
What did that feel like? We’ll never know, get back to work. Her inner geek barked at her unemotional best. Mean. Really mean.
Neevie took far too much delight in flicking her away. With extra force.
The computer screen showed a bright array of flowers in a pretty burst of color.
“Nice lock screen photo.” Jackson looked impressed.
“Thanks. I took that picture while in Holland.” She typed in her passcode. Vibrant rain forest colors splashed across her desktop.
He looked doubly impressed. “You took this photo too?”
“I did. It was a great trip. I took this while on that research trip to Australia.” She well remembered that amazing vista.
“I didn’t know you took vacations.”
“It wasn’t a vacation.” She indicated her screen. “This was a three-week research trip. I made the most of any free time.”
His forehead pleated. “I don’t remember you being gone that long.”
“You were away on some research trip as well.” She couldn’t remember where. Antarctica, of course. Her inner geek huffed. As if we ever forget anything.
Her phone bleeped. She glanced at it. “Ugh, my meeting with Stacker.”
He grimaced. “I’ll talk to you when you’re done.”
“You came to see if my computer was compromised?”
“That’s part of it.”
“It’s not.” She gestured toward it.
“You haven’t logged into your data yet.”
Her heart dropped. “Good point.” She gathered her laptop, a notepad, her phone, and a pen before deciding to leave the coffee. It was nearly empty anyway. She’d have to find more when she got back.
He headed to the door with her. And waited as she locked the door again.
Neevie didn’t know what to make of this man wanting to spend a minute with her, much less walk her to their less than stellar leader’s office.
She nodded at him upon arrival before knocking on the door.
“Can you come to my lab after your meeting?”
Well, that’s unexpected. He wants to spend more time with me? Since she didn’t know how to process that, Neevie nodded. Then grimaced. “Hopefully, this takes less than five minutes.”
“Good luck with that.”
His take on her situation didn’t help but at least the caffeine had kicked in. She started to feel alive. In a hungover, I’m not sure about this way. Not that she’d ever been hungover before. She’d been told that drinking parties were for cool people. Obviously, she had never been invited to such an event before.
She bet Jackson had been invited to all of them.
“Come in.” Stacker yelled through his door. Typical. Don’t exert yourself to answer your own office door.
She rolled her eyes as Jackson clucked something disapproving before she thrust open the barrier.
And immediately wished to not be here. When did Stacker get hair on top of his head? The hair on top didn’t match the sides. Nonplussed, she had to take a full three seconds to figure out why. Oh, that’s so bad. Then remembered even someone like her—whose social skills were understandably called into question—couldn’t get away with staring at his new toupee.
It took several tries to swallow her comments and questions. Her only saving grace was that he barely acknowledged her presence before shuffling the files on his desk. Therefore, he didn’t witness her reaction to his new, not improved hairdo.
“Neevie.” He swung his desk chair around and she calculated the distance between them, before taking a step back. His knee breezed by her.
He did not offer her a chair.
“Why are you towering over me?” He looked her up and down with a sneer.
“You didn’t offer me a chair.” She glanced around the sparse room. “Then again, you can’t.”
He waved that away. “You won’t be here long.”
That sounded both excellent and ominous.
The stack of files in his hand wavered before he noticed them. These he shoved at her. “Here’s your new assignments.”
Neevie didn’t bother to accept them. “I don’t have the budget for any of those.”
“You didn’t even look at any of the work.” He flapped them.
She eyed him with dislike. “I don’t need to look at them. I don’t have the budget to complete the work I have. That means I can’t take on new projects.” Did it take a PhD to figure that out?
Not that any of them could verify the man even had a PhD Everyone in their department did. Their board did. The overachievers had an MD as well as a PhD The board were the people they actually reported to. But this useless piece of bad hairpiece got to dole out the assignments?
“I’m sure you can make it work.” He tried to somehow trick her into taking the files.
“Increase my budget and I’ll think about it.” Yeah, she’d think about laughing in his face as she used the money for the important superbug research she was doing. Not the idiot projects he blindly agreed to and then fobbed off on one of them who definitely already didn’t have enough time in the day, much less any spare budget to funnel into these extra projects.
Her and Jackson, as well as a few others on this floor were seeking ways and means to kill antibiotic resistant microbes. Their research hopefully would save lives.
She didn’t say goodbye when she saw herself out. And, in an impressive, adult moment, managed not to slam his office door. Mostly because it would probably increase the headache forming in her frontal lobe.
Neevie still applauded her impressive restraint.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jackson unlocked the door to his lab after his brief meeting with Neevie. It had gotten to the point where he couldn’t leave it unlocked. Three weeks ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about leaving the space open for a dash down the hall to the bathroom. Usually, it was a sprint because he’d gotten so caught up in his work that he ignored Mother Nature’s ever-increasing demands.
He entered the space and the hairs on the back of his neck semi-rose. A thorough survey of the entire expanse reassured him that the alarm inside his head was, in fact, all in his head. Nothing was out of place. Nothing fired his instincts.
Not that he took a deep breath of relief. His initial misgivings hadn’t been for naught. Someone had tried to get into his main computer. Speaking of the computer… He crossed the lab to where it stood. This bench area had been created as a desk space, not for actual lab work. It shared the same black stone countertop and white-gray cabinets with gleaming handle pulls as the rest of the lab.
It looked like all the others in this building. Including Neevie’s down the hall. Her lab was set up differently, but they had the same amount of square footage, and each boasted all the accessories for conducting microbiological research. From an autoclave to a decent sized storage area for their supplies and less used tools.
He entered his code into the computer, making certain to keep his body between the door window and the length of his password. He also had ways and means to disguise which keys he tapped on the keyboard.
Call me paranoid. Even paranoid people were right part of the time.
A definite tap on the door before it whooshed open. He spun on his chair but kept his surprise to himself. A glance at the clock and quick calculation later, he made an observation. “You were in Stacker’s office for under two minutes?”
“One minute and twenty-eight seconds. Way too long.” Neevie carried her laptop, notepad, and phone across his lab. She looked good in here.
Where did that come from?
He cringed at his ridiculous thoughts. Even if he wanted to ask her on a date—which he didn’t—she’d probably maim him before they ever got to the restaurant. Or coffee shop. Or break his leg on a walk.
And he certainly had no intention of asking her out on a date. Since he valued all of his body parts in their current configuration.
“How did you manage to keep that meeting under two minutes?”
Her nose wrinkled. “That’s way too long. In my defense, I was thrown by his new rug.”
Jackson contemplated her statement. “Why does he have a rug in his office?”
“It’s not on his floor. It’s on his head.”
Processing that took far longer than it should have. When it did, he was thankful he didn’t have a handy beverage he was sipping. Because that combination of a drink and Stacker wearing a toupee would have made him choke to death.
“Really? Does it at least match?”
Her face scrunched. “His hair ring is brown, and the hairpiece is closer to black.”
“So it’s obvious?”
“Obviously different? Yes. It doesn’t look like he splashed out money for a quality piece.”
“Oh wow.” He tried to imagine this. “I want to go see it. Yet, I don’t.”
“It might be good if you spotted it now, before you have to face him because it will shock you for approximately twenty-two seconds.” She tapped the fitness tracker on her wrist.
He bet someone with good intentions, someone who loved her, had bought her that device. And he bet she wore it because she didn’t want to disappoint that person. Jackson couldn’t fathom Neevie Harrington exercising. She’d probably be cute…
Argh, where are these crazy thoughts coming from?
“Thank you for the warning. How did you get out of there in under two minutes?” He kept to the topic because he wanted in on getting out of Stacker’s presence that fast.
“He actually thought I’d take on new projects.” She rolled her eyes as she set down her laptop and tablet. The phone ended up in a side pocket on her pants.
That didn’t seem right. “How did you get out of new projects?”
She leveled a glare at him. “My budget doesn’t cover the project I have. It’s not even close. As if I’m about to take on five more.”
“Have a seat.” Then the air in his lungs whooshed out. “Wait, he tried to give you five new projects?”
“That’s the number of folders he attempted to give me. As if I’m going to gladly take on anything else when I practically live here.” She settled onto one of the nearby bench stools. “He also didn’t offer me a chair, nor did he appear to have one in his office.”
“He’s not going to be happy about you refusing the contract work.” He leaned back in his chair. Stacker didn’t offer her a chair? That was rude. And likely on purpose. What would it be like to be on Stacker’s bad side? “You don’t go out of your way to make that man happy, do you?”
“Not in this lifetime. He tries to get his name added to my published papers when he hasn’t contributed one thing. When he knows nothing about the project. Nothing.”
“Yeah, he added his name to my first two papers. You’ve managed to keep him off?”
“The first one, no. But I made sure the board knew that he didn’t know squat about my project. I asked him questions he should have known, in front of them. They caught on pretty fast that his name shouldn’t be on the second paper. They removed it before it got published.”
After completing a year here, one no longer needed to go before the board when publishing papers. Therefore, Stacker had a much harder time getting his name on their research papers. The only other time was if they published results from a paid project, one that Stacker gave them. Then he insisted his name be added.
Jackson’s respect for her rose. “Good for you. How’d you keep him off the second paper?”
“When he made a pithy comment on not being included, I asked him questions to which anyone involved in the project would know. For instance, Diana had no trouble answering them.”
Brilliant. “The board agreed with you that he didn’t deserve credit?” The board usually asked for a fully ready to be published paper and then at least the outline of a second one. These were the ones Stacker tried to get on as he was supposed to oversee the new person’s projects.
“Yep. He’s never gotten publishing credit on any of my research, other than that first one.” She sniffed. “As if I’m going to allow a freeloader who won’t even give me a decent budget to get any recognition. He doesn’t deserve it; therefore, he doesn’t get credit.”
“That’s why he’s got it out for you.”
“Exactly.” She didn’t sound concerned. He was impressed.






  
  Chapter 3


Neevie resisted the urge to spin on the bench stool, or worse yet, wheel around Jackson’s lab. His stools didn’t creak or groan when pressed into service.  Diana and I should probably do maintenance on ours.
“What did you want to see me about?”
He didn’t start but clearly he’d been thinking about her Stacker problem. She didn’t see the new toupee wearer as an issue. After all, the man had invested in a bad hairpiece. That should tell people all they needed to know.
“Have you noticed anything else suspicious in your lab over the last two weeks?” His question took her off guard.
She shelved the urge to spin as she thought about his question. “As in no mop bucket and mop right inside my lab but little, subtle things?”
“Yeah.” He didn’t emphasize that word, but his intensity increased. She had learned that their colleagues didn’t enjoy being around Jackson when he got intense like this. Neevie enjoyed the furor of an active brain herself. She kept her distance from him because they didn’t get along.
She delved into her memory to see if she had noticed anything. “I tend to live in my own brain.” She bit her lip. He doesn’t need to know about that. Her inner critic proved as harsh as ever.
Yes, he does. He might understand why I don’t always notice things. Spouting off to her critical self made the nasty woman shut up, so a win there.
Jackson’s eyes narrowed, then crinkled. “What you’re saying is it took a mop and bucket planted in a really obvious spot for you to notice there could be a problem.”
Her lower lip jutted out. The way it did whenever she realized she was losing an argument, mostly with Nick, but Jackson was right.
“Yeah. That sounds accurate.”
He shook his head. “How have you stayed alive this long?”
“People wonder that a lot.” She gave in to the urge to spin. “Our stools don’t spin like this.”
“That’s because you need to grease them. We’re hardcore about keeping things greased in my lab.”
She looked at him over her glasses. “Maybe that’s why your assistant left.”
“He left to pursue his own PhD” He matched her stare for stare. “I strongly encouraged him to do so. He’s going to surpass all of us.”
“I’ve heard Tim is good.” They both lost interest in the staring contest. A good thing because the man had those gorgeous Collins eyes. So blue they couldn’t possibly be real. Who had eyes like that? Oh, Alexis, Jackson, and most of the Collins family. Alexis’s brother Derek, a fellow geek who was inclined toward computers, also had them.
Seemed unfair.
At least when paired with the perfection that was Alexis and her cousin Jackson. Really, he could model. It was rumored that he had made money during college by modeling. His perfect square jaw, those blue eyes, paired with windswept brown hair and a body like Jackson’s made modeling plausible.
She could not compete with any of that.
If she had shown up for modeling jobs, she’d have been told to fetch coffee for everyone. Since her aspirations were higher than fetching coffee, she and Nick had instead learned coding and designed some awesome computer games back in the day.
Those funds paid for their college education and gave them both a nice nest egg. Their early games were obsolete now but had provided the income they needed back then. Without having to sacrifice their dignity. And her coding skills came in handy even now in her real job.
Jackson set their conversation back on track. She spun the stool again. I need to grease my stools. This is fantastic.
“Throughout the last two weeks I’ve noticed some weird things.”
This statement stopped her spinning fun. “You’ve noticed issues?”
His gaze turned serious. “Tim left, so it’s only me in the lab. The things that I could have labeled as someone else doing it don’t compute. Either I did it, or it’s suspicious.”
“And you know you didn’t do it.” She didn’t like the direction this conversation headed.
“I’m left-handed. I don’t leave tools where I’ve found them. I use a right-handed mouse because Tim couldn’t adjust to the left-handed one.”
“Same.” She and Nick were both left-handed. But Diana complained bitterly about her left-handed mouse. “I gave in to using the right-handed mouse because as a leftie, I’m used to living in a right-handed world.”
“I thought you were also left-handed.” He nodded, as though satisfied.
“Right.” She thought back to the week before Diana left. “I remember one of my desk drawers being open. I normally keep that drawer locked because it has expensive parts in it. But it was unlocked and slightly open. A cord caught on the catch.” She wrapped both hands under the base of the stool.
“Diana hadn’t gotten into that drawer?”
“No. Since I have the key, I always retrieve whatever we need.” She glared at the benchtop in front of her. “But nothing we needed from that drawer broke that week. We had no reason to unlock it.”
Jackson didn’t say anything. One dark eyebrow rose. One perfect, model eyebrow.
She hushed the inner voice before it reminded her that she didn’t measure up. “There you go, I did notice something unusual.” A feat for me.
“That’s what I’m saying. I’ve noticed several incidents like that.”
She released her death grip on the stool. “Your parts drawer has been rifled through?”
“I have a parts cabinet.”
“How did you score an entire cabinet?”
“That’s something else we need to discuss. I think Stacker is undercutting your budget. We’re a wealthy institute since we do all those extra projects for outside people and own multiple patents. You should have plenty of money to run as many projects as you need.”
Her eyebrow rose now. “You’re saying you have a huge budget?” The suspicions running through her head made her jaw clench. Another reason why Jackson rubbed her the wrong way was because he never seemed to struggle.
“I wouldn’t go so far to say I have an unlimited budget but it’s massive.”
Her hands formed fists. “I have to skimp and make do and you’re saying you have a massive budget.”
“Yeah, and the fact that Stacker didn’t push on giving you those new paying files indicates he knows he’s been cheating you.”
A plan, a straightforward, blatant plan formed in her brain. Of totally tattling on Stacker. “He thinks I won’t say anything because most scientists don’t have huge budgets.”
“Most of us are used to working in tight monetary confines. He knows you live in your research world and has probably been banking on you not telling the powers that be that you’re being shortchanged.”
“Where has the money been going that has been allocated to my projects?”
“Do you keep good financial records?”
“I’m a proud geek. That means I like numbers.” She eyed him with disgust.
He held up a hand. “Sorry. I’m just covering all bases.”
They both fell silent as they processed this new information. “Stacker believes we don’t talk.”
“You and I don’t talk. I do keep up relations with the other researchers.”
She grimaced. “I don’t have time to stop and chat most of the time.”
He inclined his head. “You are the smartest, most driven person here. And you don’t mind working intense hours and keep going despite that.”
“What you’re not saying is that I have no life.”
“That too.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“I have a life.” Neevie protested in the cutest, most testy tone he’d ever heard.
“You do not. You live here. When you’re not here, it’s because you appease your family by attending the family functions you can’t get out of. You pacify your friends by staying up far too late to play an online game.”
“That’s…” She trailed off because they both knew she couldn’t defend herself on this one.
“You don’t sleep enough; you don’t eat enough.”
Her hand snapped up. “I eat plenty. Ask Diana.”
“When you remember to eat… aka when Diana forces you to, sure. If left to your own devices, you’d die in your lab of starvation.” For someone who supposedly didn’t like her, he knew a lot about her. He cringed at himself.
Her disgruntled face was as cute as all the others. “I eat.”
“We just discussed this. Moving on.” He tugged out his tablet computer. She gaped.
“You have a tablet?”
“Of cour—“ He groaned. “How much do you want to bet that your allotted tablet computer budget is currently in the hands of Stacker?”
“He seems to get a new one every year.”
“Wait, he’s never given you an older model at least?”
“Never. Diana has complained bitterly that all the other labs have one but that our budget doesn’t stretch even far enough to buy a used one.”
Jackson rose. He held out a hand to her. She blinked rapidly but took his. He tugged her off the stool and hauled her across the lab. Unnecessary as her long legs had no trouble keeping up with his. He dropped her hand to lock the door. And to not raise suspicions—hers and their colleagues.
“Where are we going?” She whispered. “My laptop is now locked in your lab.”
New plan. He about faced and unlocked his door again before ushering her back inside. “Can you print to my printer?”
“If you have a cord. That’s probably the safest way.”
“I do. I think you need to print out your records.”
Neevie seated herself on the same stool, which he now dubbed Neevie’s, and opened her computer. She got to work and while he should do something productive this morning, he instead watched her.
The woman crawled into whatever project she worked on. Even if that was as mundane as pulling up a few spreadsheets. She looked vaguely around the lab. “Where’s your printer?”
He gestured toward it. They stood at the same time, and she hefted the computer. It took her five seconds to locate the right cable in the jumble of them behind the printer and she plugged it into her laptop. No fumbling, no searching, she barely even looked as she paired the two devices.
The printer spit out several sheets of paper. He lifted the first one and his eyes bulged. “Are you kidding me?”
“What?” She raised her gaze from her laptop screen.
He rattled off the numbers on the page. “This is less money than university researchers work with.”
“It’s a pittance, I know. I’ve been dealing with this since starting here.”
“This is not your real budget.” He gulped at the dichotomy of his budget versus hers. The vast difference made him nauseous.
She held up a hand. “Accounting sees these numbers. How have they not clued in that I’m working with way less money than you?”
This made him censor the diatribe about to spill from his lips. He sat down abruptly. “Good question. They should have spotted this right away. All the scientists on this floor have a similar budget to mine. You should as well.”
“How do you submit to accounting?” Her chin raised as she thought.
His confusion cleared. “That’s the right question to ask. I send my spreadsheets directly to them.” He eyed her. “Let me guess. You have to send yours directly to Stacker.”
“That’s exactly what I have to do.” She smacked the benchtop. “I’ve been a willing dupe in my own downfall.”
“Why hasn’t accounting asked why you don’t submit your financial records to them?”
She scooped up all of the sheets off his printer. Tapped them into order and shut her laptop. She also picked up her paper tablet and tucked the lot under her arm. “Do you know where the Accounting department is?”
“You don’t know where Accounting is? How long have you worked here?”
She shot him a look. “We’ve already discussed this.”
“We need to broaden your horizons.”
“I’ve seen the Netherlands and Australia.”
“Right. Only you’ve never ventured out here at home.”
He printed out his latest batch of spreadsheets for Accounting since he’d have to submit them soon anyway. The contrast between his numbers and hers remained sickening. How had she accomplished so much with so little?
“Let’s go.” Once again, they arrived at the door and he locked it. He had logged out of his account and shut down his computer as he had no idea how long they’d be gone.
Might as well make it really hard for anyone who tried to enter his network.
Neevie’s mouth was set in militant lines. Good. This way she’d fight for her full budget. And maybe surprise Diana with that tablet, maybe one for each of them, which he didn’t have the heart to tell her was true in his lab. He had the nice tablet Tim had used locked away in a drawer ready for the next research assistant he still hadn’t hired.
“If you have all this money, why haven’t you hired a new assistant yet?”
They turned a corner, and he was heartened when she shoved open the stairwell door. He preferred the stairs. Not that he was claustrophobic, okay, maybe a little…
“I’ve interviewed several candidates.”
Her forehead pleated. “Are you waiting for them to work out their two-week notice?”
“No. None of them worked out.”
She stopped on the step in front of him and he nearly plowed into her. “Why not?”
As if he’d tell her the women all stared at him with stars in their eyes and the men with lots of distrust at his science skills. How did you say that without sounding conceited?
“I’m looking for someone with the right skills and attitude.” He didn’t deflect questions often but this one he couldn’t figure out a better way to explain.
She suddenly nodded. “Oh right. The women fell in love with you while the men doubt your science credentials.” She rolled her eyes. “Sorry about that.”
This left him gaping three stairs above her. She glanced over her shoulder. “Stop dawdling. I’ve got a massive budget to retrieve.”






  
  Chapter 4


Carl Swanson in accounting proved to be far more pedantic than any physics professor she’d had in college. Than any she’d encountered in the halls of her graduate school. He might be the poster boy for pedantic. 
“So, Miss er… Harrington… you’re saying…”
Jackson cut him off. “Her name is Doctor Harrington. She’s a research lead investigator in Microbiology with a PhD and plenty of research and publishing credits.”
“I’m sure Miss er…” at Jackson’s fierce glare, old Carl cleared his throat. “You say you’re a researcher here with a PhD?”
Used to this sort of treatment, Neevie took in the degrees proudly displayed behind his desk. In full view of the room. “I have two PhDs and three master’s degrees, Mr. Swanson.”
Since he was so proud of his own degrees, none of them that appeared to qualify him for the same title, he could at least acknowledge the work she put in for her own. He had a couple master’s degrees up there on the wall. She was certain if he had a PhD, he’d have found a way to nail his thesis to the wall as well.
He cleared his throat again. “Well that certainly qualifies you to the title Doctor then, doesn’t it, Miss, er Doctor Harrington.”
“It does.” She leaned forward. “What we’re here for is to show you there’s a definite discrepancy between our two budgets.” Neevie showed her meager spreadsheet
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