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"Vaulted Career" Description

 


One last job before retirement…

When the object of career criminal Shawn
Pickett's desire asks him to do one last job before he retires, how
can he say no? Besides, is it really stealing if he retrieves
stolen data from the thieves who originally stole it? Even if the
thief is an attractive woman in her own right…

As his last job unravels into a mess of
conspiracy, lies, and inter-planetary corporate espionage, a
mysterious fog swirls over the city streets…
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Chapter 1

 


He got through three layers of the security
system without a problem. Then the fourth.

With each layer, he grew more on edge.

Shawn Pickett passed the keycard in front of
the vault scanner. He waited while the security system scanned his
body and face. He didn't have the latest model of over-lay. Why
should he when he expected to retire? Any moment the security
system would see past the skin overlay which gave him the
appearance of an employee who'd had a little bit too much to drink
the previous night. Thanks to Shawn's help.

He tensed, waiting for the alarms to start
blaring. A cage would rise from the floor, trapping him inside to
keep him safely contained until the authorities arrived to cart him
off. Depending on the type of cage, he had a chance to get out. If
it wasn't the latest technology.

Why was he here? What idiocy possessed him to
accept this job?

The scanner beeped, and a voice said,
"Welcome Douglas Aorta."

The small metal and composite door swung
open, allowing him to see inside the massive vault. A computer
whispered in his ear, informing him about the immediate vicinity.
No forcefields active. Security cameras at all junctures in the
room, allowing them full view of all parts of the interior. No
patrolling robotics of any kind.

A metal gate with the appearance of wrought
iron slid to the side, allowing him entrance. The gate was a nice
decorative flourish, but the designers of the vault should have
been more interested in the technical aspect. Such as, keeping
people like him out.

Shawn slipped inside as if he belonged. No
one around to see it, but it paid to act in the role he was
impersonating full time while making a heist. A heist he wanted to
get over and done with. How did he get himself talked into just one
more?

Stupid question. He knew. The culprit came in
the form of a blond woman with bright red lips, a heartbreaker
story of loss, and a body Saints would cry over.

Shawn turned his full attention to the job at
hand. A computer station at the front of the room told him the
vault backup systems were functioning normally. Exactly what he
wanted. Going better than planned. Again.

His stomach tightened. This couldn't continue
this easy.

The floor plan didn't show any imagination.
Mainframes ran the length of the vault along the walls and several
rows between, while at the very front sat several computer
terminals. No unexpected security systems that he could spot.
Looked like his pocket computer picked up all those present inside
the vault.

A rolling cart with several shelves of parts
on them told him some of the computers were in the midst of repair
or maintenance. He picked up one of the trays of parts and headed
down the right aisle of mainframes towering to the ceiling.

The operation might be small, and their
security so far weak, but Shawn found himself impressed by the
level of raw processing power, storage, and backups the small
company possessed. Just the power base a company needed to explode
out onto the marketplace.

If they were given the chance to use their
stolen product. Shawn would make sure they didn't, and the
programming returned to the rightful owner.

He made sure the security cameras saw him
with the tray of parts before using his back and the door of an
archival unit to block his actions from two sides. Again, lax
security. The company should have lined the aisles with invisible
cameras of several types to detect thieves just like him.

He found the correct numbered archive data
capsule his client said to look for. He pulled it out and pocketed
it in a small pouch under his shirt collar. Another capsule came
out of the other side of his collar to take its place.

A close of the door, and he moved on to
several other mainframes. At each he made the same movements,
acting as if he were doing the same thing as the first. To hide his
tracks even more, he exchanged data capsules of three units. The
systems would catch up, but it might slow down an investigator a
little while they figured out what he'd actually done or taken.
Enough time for the virus from the capsule he'd plugged in to work
its way through the systems and destroy all evidence of the stolen
program.

"Don't take too long," a female voice called
down the aisle.

Shawn somehow stopped himself from jumping in
surprise. He glanced down the aisle, keeping his shoulder down to
block what his fingers were still doing. "Almost done."

"Good." The voice came from a slightly
different direction, as well as sounding closer.



A quick glance in the direction confirmed
what his ears said about the sound. Oh no, the woman was walking
towards him. Shawn finished his work exchanging capsules and
activating the waiting mainframe cell.

A light scent of strawberries tickled his
nose as the woman came to stand next to him. "Doug, I had no idea
you knew how to do this."

"Uh, I just wanted to help," Shawn
stuttered.

"That's sweet of you, but leave it for
Lester," the woman said, her voice as smooth and light as her
perfume. "Although, I do appreciate your trying to help while we
are so short-handed. Perhaps you can look at something for me while
you're here?"

And, the last vestige of his good luck
slammed into a wall.

"I can try," Shawn said. If she wanted to
speak with him in her office, it would be the perfect way to get
out of the vault without suspicion. On the way he would excuse
himself to a bathroom and take the opportunity to escape the
offices. Hopefully, all fast enough she didn't notice anything
unusual about him.

"It will take only a moment of your time,"
the woman said with a smile.

With no way to avoid it, Shawn grabbed the
tray and closed the maintenance door of the mainframe. He turned,
finding himself face to face with Cleo Adey, the owner of the small
company.

He recognized her instantly from researching
the job, but the pictures and holo-vids hadn't done justice to the
sweet heart-shaped face. She had the start of fine lines around the
eyes and mouth that told him she enjoyed laughing. So unlike those
who started a barrage of cosmetic reconstructions starting before
they were even out of primary schools.

This was a natural woman, right down to her
simple feminine movements. Although she wore low heels, her calves
curved most becoming. A simple pale yellow fitted skirt and jacket
framed a tidy figure with a nice swell of hip.

She gestured for him to follow her. He did so
quite willingly, enjoying the slight sway of the hips side to side.
He felt a keen disappointment when she stopped at one of the
consoles at the front of the room, only to be rewarded by her
bending over it to place a hand on one of two round pads.

"Here we are."

"We're not going to your office?" Shawn asked
before he could stop himself.

"I can show you from here."

Great, there went his easy escape. The small
bulge of the data capsule pushed into his neck from its hiding
place.

With the other hand she pointed at the
screen. "See this?"

Shawn set the tray on top of a nearby cart
and followed her over, even though he didn't want to.

He knew it. Now the trouble would find him.
He could use the tools already created by others to hack into
systems, tweak lines or algorithms for specific uses, but that was
it. Understanding the development of software was way beyond his
knowledge.

Yet, he understood what she pointed at, even
if he didn't know why she might be doing so. "Modification
dates?"

"Yes, and they are wrong," Cleo said,
standing up straight. "I'm the last one who worked on the top one
two days ago, and yet look at it."

He nodded, now understanding. "Opened
yesterday."

She glared at the screen. "I know my
programming is getting compromised, but I don't know how or why or
who."

In his heightened senses, ready to flee, he
noticed how she'd said it. "Your personal programming?"

"Yes, not any of the company projects." She
shrugged her shoulders, a troubled expression settling on her face.
"A labor of love. All I can think of is a security issue inside the
company, but the very thought breaks my heart."

If she only knew. He should make his escape
that very moment, yet he couldn't go yet. "New security algorithms
are this close to your heart?" He quickly cleared his throat. "What
I mean is, I didn't think… I mean, I would think you would work
on..."

He broke off again, realizing he wasn't
making any sense, even in his own head.

She grinned sideways at him. "Why all the
stuttering? And no, it's not the algorithms. Those are Lester's
true love."

"Then what is your true love?" Shawn asked,
giving her a lopsided grin.

Her eyes sharpened, and she put her hands on
her hips. "Why, Doug, I had no idea you had this kind of
interest."

"Not personally, I mean with programming.
Although personally might be more interesting." Shawn found himself
clearing his voice even more. "I love watching pod races. I mean, I
do love my job."

Shawn stopped. Now he wasn't making any sense
at all.

Her smile broadened. "Your voice is deeper
than I remember it."

"Sorry, allergies."

"I like it deeper," Cleo said. "And to think
you might have a love other than programming. Amazing. Most here
don't."

He took a step back from her. Being too close
to her was too dangerous for him, just like a certain other female.
"I have many personal interests."

Cleo's eyes turned sad as she looked back at
the screen. "Then it's too bad you work for me."

He stopped to stare at her, amazed at what
she'd just said. The industry news reports indicated the woman was
devoted to the company and only to the company. No social life
indicated anywhere, ruthless business decisions, heading an up and
coming company.

Cleo sighed, shaking her head. "I'll figure
it out. It's not as if the quarter financial reports depend on this
particular project. Yours, however is another matter. We need you
here, and that means we keep everything professional. So, please
stop looking at my butt."

Shawn started, realizing he'd been doing
exactly that. "Sorry. I'll just get back to work."

But, her eyes were sparkling when she twisted
her head to look over her shoulder at him. "You do that. We'll talk
later. Thanks for looking, Doug."

Thanks for looking at a part of her anatomy,
or the computer screen?

He wanted to tell her to call him Shawn, and
then grew angry with himself. If this was the way he was going to
act in the middle of an operation, he needed to retire. At this
rate a semi-decent security system would have already slammed down
on him and he'd be spending a good chunk of his retirement in
prison.

Or killed him, depending on the type of
system. He made it to the door of the vault, and then couldn't stop
from pausing to glance back at her. The pale yellow suit quite
became her. Why couldn't more women look like her? A little fuller
in the hip with longer hair. She looked like a real woman.

Cleo turned and settled her rear on the edge
of the computer station, crossing her arms over her chest as she
smiled at him. "Perhaps we should talk later about you working
under a different supervisor while we sort this out?"

"Sort this out?" Shawn repeated.

"It would be a conflict of interest for us to
date while you are in my section. But, not necessarily so if you
transfer to my partner's section. Think about it. He has a lot of
projects to choose from."

Her eyes were sparkling again. Here he was,
stealing back a stolen computer program, and she was asking him for
a date in a way that wouldn't be an employer-employee conflict of
interest. He added honesty and ethical to a mental list of
traits.

"I'll keep it in mind," Shawn said.

He turned and got out of there before he
could say or do anything else stupid.

 



 


 



Chapter 2

 


The heist hadn't gone the way he'd hoped it
would. Even worse, his conscience bothered him, a part of him he
didn't think existed any longer. It, along with the ability to read
people, the part of him that had saved him so many times before,
told him the same thing: Cleo Adey was not a thief. She had too
much integrity, honesty, and earthy personality.

Just the sort of woman who should have
nothing to do with the likes of him. A part of him didn't like that
thought.

The thoughts poked at the niggling doubt he'd
developed, and pushed away, while researching. Cleo was a good
programmer all on her own, and the company had attracted bright and
rising stars in the field. What would such a group of people need
to steal a program from someone else for?

He shoved aside the doubts, turning his
concentration to getting out of the building as fast as he could
without attracting attention. Pretending to cough as he walked down
the halls elicited the kind of reaction he'd hoped. Several
employees told him to stay away or go home.

Shawn paused to glance back at the building
only after he was safely outside. They might be brilliant
programmers, but their security systems were not at the same level.
In fact, smaller retailer stores could outdo them. Easily. He'd
just walked in and out of their core archive and mainframe vault,
holding their most valuable product, without a single problem at
all, even using his outdated equipment.
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