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            I WAS BORN INTO DANGER, RAISED BY VIOLENCE, AND HAVE BEEN RUNNING EVER SINCE.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It was only a selfless act of kindness from my best friend that saved my life, but this time, he isn’t here to save me.

        This time I might not survive.

      

        

      
        I’ve spent my life hiding from the ghosts of my past, clawing my way from nothing to graduating and landing my dream job as a senior security analyst with one of the largest financial firms in the city.

      

        

      
        So I took the leap. I let myself believe that everything had finally changed, that the man I allowed myself to trust, my boss, saw something in me nobody else did.

      

        

      
        I was wrong. 

        Dead wrong.

      

        

      
        And now it's too late. An evil threat has wound its cold fingers tightly around my throat.

      

        

      
        But there’s someone who’s been watching. 

        A shadow. 

        My neighbor, Harvey Ransom—former Special Forces and current owner of Four Forces Security.

      

        

      
        He looks at me with a carnal hunger that sends a sizzle of danger across my skin. 

        His need to protect me possesses him, taking control of any rational thought.

      

        

      
        What started as a passing glance in the hallway has now turned into something that’s spiraling out of control, something that has the potential to unearth secrets that would destroy everything.

      

        

      
        We’ve spent our lives trying to atone for our past, burying ghosts that refuse to stay buried, trying to right wrongs that can’t be undone.

      

        

      
        But what if, instead of running from the danger this time, I embrace it? 

      

        

      
        What if I become the danger? 

        What if we become the danger?
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        Dear reader,

        This story is a complete work of fiction that deals with content that might be triggering and too emotionally heavy for some readers. This book deals with topics of: murder, gun violence and SA.

      

        

      
        If you are not comfortable with these topics skip this book. I have plenty of other amazing stories that don’t contain triggering topics.

      

        

      
        Xoxo,

        Alexis Winter
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      “Good evening, Miss Wilder.”

      My back stiffens, the voice of my boss interrupting me as I pack up my things to leave for the day. His voice once sent a flutter of butterflies through my belly. Now, it sends ice through my veins.

      “Evening, Mr. Blake.” I attempt a smile but it’s weak at best. “I hope you have a good evening.” I swing my bag over my shoulder and keeping my chin tucked down, I attempt to skirt past him.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry?” Before I can stop him, his hand darts out and hooks my waist. “Got a hot date?” His smile is meant to be flirty, probably disarming even, but it does the exact opposite. My stomach clenches beneath his touch, my hands twisting the leather of my purse handle so tightly that it squeaks.

      “No.” I laugh nervously. “Just home alone, per usual.” I mentally kick myself at the mention of being home alone. At least he isn’t aware that I’ve moved since his last unexpected visit to my apartment.

      “I can change that, you know.” He leans in, a warm puff of air from his mouth hitting me in the cheek. I can smell the overly sweet notes of his cologne, something that once drove me wild. His wavy blond hair falls heavy over one of his bright-green eyes. To any other woman, Conner Blake is a fantasy. That unattainably rich, handsome boy next door who grew into the country club type that always knows just the charming thing to say to disarm you.

      At least, that’s exactly how he got me.

      I glance over my shoulder as I reach for his hand. “Mr. Blake.” I shove his hand away from my body and lower my voice. “I thought we agreed that it was a mistake and shouldn’t happen again.”

      His smile fades, my rejection a clear blow to his ego but not a detrimental one. I’ve seen this movie before and I know well enough that he’ll only come back swinging harder next time.

      “Shouldn’t being the operative word there. I never said wouldn’t.” I’m frozen in place, his large body still blocking my exit. He stares at me for several seconds, making zero effort to hide the way he undresses me with his eyes. “Well, if you change your mind”—he winks at me before reaching out to touch my chin softly—“give me a call.”

      I don’t move again until he’s exited my office and I hear the chime of the elevator doors opening and then closing again.

      My shoulders sag when I finally step into my own empty elevator car and lean against the back wall. I close my eyes during the quick descent down the fifty floors to the lobby, the scent of his cologne still lingering in my nostrils and on my skin where he touched me.

      “Good night, guys,” I smile and wave to our two security guards and our receptionist before exiting the building and walking the two blocks to my train stop. I don’t fully relax until I’m behind the glass door of my apartment lobby with Marcus, the doorman, between me and whatever is outside.

      “Looking beautiful as usual, Miss Aspen,” Marcus says when I scurry into the lobby. “You’re gonna give someone a heart attack one of these days.” He clutches his chest comically, making me laugh.

      “Thank you, Marcus.” I blush at his comment, even if he’s a sixty-two-year-old man with no ulterior motives, he’s still dashingly handsome. The salt and pepper of his once dark hair has now traveled from just his temples to the better part of his head. His matching mustache and goatee paired with his round tortoiseshell glasses give him a professor look.

      “Got a really good riddle for you this week,” he says as he walks me over to the bank of elevators. “What is there one of in every corner, and two of in every room?”

      I repeat the riddle over to myself as I think through it. “One in every corner…”

      This is a game Marcus and I have been playing for the last few months. I think it was his fun way to break the ice with me as a new tenant but it’s kind of morphed into our thing. The first time he asked me I was waiting in the lobby for the movers to show up.

      “You like riddles?”

      “Riddles? Like word games?”

      “Exactly.” He smiles broadly, perfectly white teeth gleaming behind his lips. His eyes crinkle with the lift of his cheeks, making me smile in return.

      “I do. Do you have one for me?”

      He rocks on his heels like he’s thinking. “How about this one… What disappears the moment you say its name?”

      I cock my head to the side and tap my chin like I’m deep in thought when the answer comes to me. “Silence.”

      Marcus’ eyes grow wide. “Ohhh, you’re not just a new tenant, are you?” He gives me a sly grin. “You’re a smart one.”

      “Thank you.” I giggle. “In your defense, I’m kind of a big word person.” I glance around and hold up my hand like I’m about to tell him a secret. “I do crossword puzzles in pen. The hard ones.”

      His mouth falls open and a roar of laughter fills the wide-open lobby of the building. He clutches his belly. “You and I are going to be fast friends. Marcus Darvey.” He holds his hand out toward me. “Doorman extraordinaire and lifelong Chicagoan.”

      “Thank you, Marcus. I’m Aspen Wilder.” I shake his hand but he brings it to his lips and bows, kissing the back of it.

      “You let me know if you ever need anything at all.”

      “Oh.” I perk up. “An O.”

      His face falters and he snaps his finger dramatically. “Thought I had you with that one.” He pulls out the small scrap of paper he keeps score on and scratches a tally beneath my name.

      “Is it getting close yet?”

      “Not even.” He holds the paper up and below his name are only two tally marks while beneath mine—well, too many to count quickly. “How’s the new job going by the way? They putting that big brain of yours to good use?”

      “Good.” My voice hitches and I cough to try and hide my discomfort. “It’s certainly challenging but I enjoy that.”

      “You tech people are so much smarter than me.” He laughs. “My daughter is always trying to give me one of those fancy new phones you kids all have.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a flip phone, holding it up. “This right here has worked for me just fine.”

      “You’re not missing much.” I hit the button again to call my elevator. “Just gives people even more access to contact you in multiple ways.”

      “Bah.” He waves away my comment as he makes his way back toward his post. “I’m still trying to figure out Netflix.”

      “Good night, Marcus.” I smile and wave before stepping into the elevator and riding up to my fifteenth-floor apartment.

      I can’t help but smile every time I open my front door. I have worked and saved for so many years to be able to afford a place like this. Sure, I had to rent the smallest apartment this place offered, but I at least have my own bedroom, even if it is a closet, and a doorman outside the building. But the reality is, if it hadn’t been for my massive promotion from assistant to Mr. Blake to senior security analyst within the company over the last year, I never would have been able to afford this place.

      I swallow down a thick lump that’s formed in my throat, the same lump that always forms when I think through my promotion. It’s not that I didn’t have the degree and certifications for the job because I graduated top of my class; it’s the fact that I had hardly any experience and it wasn’t until after…

      “No.” I squeeze my eyes shut and will the thoughts to disappear. “You deserve this,” I say aloud to myself as I kick off my shoes and walk over to the kitchen to grab a glass of water and see what I have in the fridge for dinner.

      I push aside the half-wilted salad that I promised myself I’d finish for dinner tonight. I grimace when I pop the lid open and smell the contents. Immediately, I toss it in the trash before looking through my freezer and cupboards with no success.

      “Shit.” I reach for my phone and scroll through the never-ending food options on one of the many delivery apps I’ve recently come to rely on. It wasn’t always like this. I love cooking. I enjoy packing my lunches for the week and treating myself to takeout on the weekends now and then. But ever since that night… it feels like slowly my life is starting to disappear, or at least the control I thought I had over it.

      I scroll mindlessly for several more minutes before settling on one of my regular orders. A falafel pita with a side of baba ganoush and hummus. I toss my phone onto the couch, knowing I have just enough time to hop in the shower and change into my pj’s before my food is delivered.

      My hair is wrapped tightly in my microfiber towel and my skin is freshly moisturized with a thick layer of lotion. I step into my new daisy pajama shorts, complete with matching button-up top and mint-green slippers that have a giant daisy printed on them. I hear my phone ding from the living room that’s only a few feet away from my bathroom, alerting me that my delivery person is approaching my building.

      I grab my keys and dart out my door, locking it behind me. I don’t make a habit of running down to the lobby of my building in my pajamas, but considering it’s almost eight on a Friday night, I can guarantee that everyone else in my building is either in for the night or already out. The elevator door opens just as my courier drops the food with Marcus.

      “I had a feeling it was for you before he even said the name.” Marcus holds my food out toward me, his eyes drifting upward. “Hey, you look like Marge Simpson.” He chuckles, nodding toward my bright-blue towel that I completely forgot was piled high atop my head.

      I look up and reach to touch it, my cheeks blushing slightly when I hear Marcus step away and greet another resident.

      “Good evening, Mr. Ransom, miss.” He nods toward the woman on my neighbor Harvey’s arm. My cheeks go from slightly pink to glowing in a matter of seconds.

      “Good evening, Marcus.” He nods toward him as he makes his way closer to where I’m still standing by the elevators.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      I try to will my cheeks from flaming but I know it’s no use. I’m absolutely mortified even further when I catch a glimpse of how ridiculous I look in the mirrored reflection of the elevator. Especially standing next to the five-eleven model on his arm with legs longer than my body.

      When the door opens, Harvey holds the elevator door and motions for me to step in first. I do and he and the woman follow behind me.

      “Good evening, Aspen.” He offers me a nod, the corner of his mouth twitching slightly. I can tell he’s trying not to stare at me and my get-up. The muscle on his heavily tattooed forearm twitches when he presses his hand against the woman’s narrow waist.

      “Hey, Harvey, nice to see you.” My voice sounds quiet and shaky. The woman on his arm doesn’t even bother to look my way. Instead, she runs one hand over his impossibly broad chest while the other tangles in his wild dark hair that he’s grown out.

      I haven’t seen Harvey Ransom in a few weeks. Last time was when we were at a cookout at the house of our mutual friends, Blaire and Jameson. The same cookout that my friends teased me about getting with Harvey. And while the thought of letting a man like that have his way with me is only ever going to be a fantasy, I might have briefly let myself wonder what it would be like if we ended up together.

      Then again, as a man who owns and operates his own private security firm with Jameson and their mutual friends, Alex and Luka, who are also Special Forces, I imagine he’s not around a lot. And when he is, he usually has company on his arm. Company that consistently looks like they’ve walked off the Victoria Secret runway with ten-foot legs and boobs that defy gravity.

      I’m not wearing a bra!

      I drape one arm over my chest as if you could even tell by looking at me that I even needed to wear a bra. I clutch my bag of food in my hands as the elevator climbs to our floor at an agonizing pace. My eyes are focused on my short, skinny legs that never blossomed into full hips but continue straight upward on my petite, boyish frame.

      “Good night.” The doors barely open enough for me to squeeze through them before I’m bolting from the elevator and scurrying down the hallway to my door. Just before I step inside after unlocking my door, I glance to my right and see Harvey looking down the hallway toward me right as a manicured hand reaches out and grabs him by the shirt, tugging him over the threshold.
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      “Whoa, Jason Momoa’s in the house, ladies and gentlemen.” Luka, one of my business partners and best friends, slow claps as I walk into our offices.

      It’s been a few months since we’ve all been together. After the intensity of the last few cases we took and the addition of wives and babies over the last few months and years, we all agreed to take several months off.

      “Original,” I grunt. “You think of that all on your own?”

      “I for one like it,” Alex adds and before I can thank him, he adds, “but we both know you grew it out to look like Jason Momoa for the ladies.”

      I shake my head, ignoring their comments while I make myself a cup of coffee then walk over to my desk to read through a few of the briefs. We don’t hang out as often as we used to. Hell, we don’t even see each other every day like we did for almost two decades in the military, but these men are closer to me than any family ever was. We met when we were still kids, all enlisting for different reasons. For me, it saved me. If I hadn’t enlisted, I know damn well there’s only two places I’d be right now: the ground or prison.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Jameson says as he walks up to his desk. “I thought morning sickness was supposed to stop after the first trimester.” He runs his hands over his face. “But apparently not.”

      “Shit, man,” Alex says. “Juliette had that too, morning sickness all the way through the second trimester. Then she hit the third and”—he snaps his fingers—“it went away overnight.”

      “Great. So you’re telling me Blaire has to endure this for two more months? Poor woman is already miserable.” He plops down in his chair, his normally alert face looking worn and tired and his wife hasn’t even had the baby yet. But I know it’s the pain and struggles that Blaire is having to endure that’s killing him.

      “How’s she and the baby doing otherwise?”

      “Good.” He sighs. “Which is shocking. It’s crazy what women’s bodies can endure. I just wanted this to be special for her…” He trails off, staring outside for a moment. He and Blaire didn’t plan on having kids, and then one day, it just changed for them. They both agreed it’s what they wanted, but the road to get there has been less than easy.

      “Now that we established that Jimmy and I have been in full dad prep mode and Luka and Harper have been chasing their toddler around,” Alex says, looking back over at me. “What the hell have you been up to?”

      “Same old.” I shrug. “Hit the gym, did some private work, and got my sleep.”

      Alex eyeballs me suspiciously before he and Luka shake their heads. “And how many women?”

      “Not as many as you think.” It’s no use, they don’t believe me, but the woman I brought home last night, well, she was the first in a long—very long—dry spell. We both knew what the night was about. I’m pretty sure she didn’t even remember my name the next morning, or maybe she never even knew it. But the second she left, a feeling of instant regret took up residence in my chest and I can’t seem to shake it.

      “I think your not as many and my not as many are two very different things.” He laughs.

      Being teased like this is my own doing. It’s not like I’ve lived a saintly life or a celibate one. At one point in time, I’m sure I thought this would never end, but the days of a new woman in my bed every week have long since disappeared, all those times I heard older guys say that it would eventually lose its luster finally catching up with me.

      “You’re about to be thirty-five this year, man. It’s time to settle down,” Luka adds. He’s not wrong and the thought has certainly circled my brain more than once in the last few months. I’ve chalked it up to the fact that I’m not getting any younger and all of my friends are doing the marriage and family thing. Maybe it really is biology to crave those things the older you get.

      An image of Aspen in her flowery pajamas and toweled head pops into my brain. I feel a smile pull at my lips at the thought of her. I could tell she was embarrassed; her face looked like she’d just walked off the sun. I hadn’t seen her in months. I even wondered if she’d moved out of the building but figured she wouldn’t sign just a few months’ lease. Had we been alone, I’d have told her I liked her slippers.

      “All right, guys, let’s go over some cases and see what we feel we can handle.” Jimmy pulls me from my thoughts of Aspen, a place that for some reason or other, my brain has recently started taking comfort. Maybe it’s because she is a familiar face, even though she and I have barely spoken since we’ve been around each other over the years in our mutual friend group, or maybe it’s because lately it seems like she’s different.

      Her timid nature and almost impish-like stature has always been a stark contrast to my six-five muscular frame and mostly tattooed body. She’s quiet and reserved, something we do both have in common, but there’s something else about her that’s always intrigued me. I can’t put my finger on it and I don’t know what kind of woman she is, but secretly, I think I want to know.

      I lean back in my chair, kicking my feet up on another chair as Jimmy reads over a few cases that have come across our desks. That niggling feeling that I’m missing something creeps up my chest. I think back to last night, the way Aspen avoided eye contact with me in the elevator. That in itself is nothing new, but she looked scared, her eyes framed by dark circles and her already thin frame bordering on waiflike.

      I refocus my attention back to the discussion, reminding myself that not only is Aspen Wilder not my problem, but I could very well be making up a problem that doesn’t even exist. I shove the thought back into the recesses of my mind, deep where all the guilt I harbor for not being there to protect my mom still resides.

      “We’ve got a few of the regular cases, celebrities in town for an event, a few high-ranking officials and an athlete.” He flips through several more pieces of paper. “Actually, more than we can handle during these dates. Luka”—he stands and hands him the stack of papers—“you and Alex focus on these. I want you two to go through the dates listed and coordinate a schedule where you can accommodate the most clients.”

      “On it,” Alex says, following Luka as they walk over to one of the large whiteboards in the office.

      When the four of us retired from the military and decided to open our own private firm, Four Forces Security, we were prepared for it to take some time before it got off the ground. Thankfully, the exact opposite happened and within six months of opening our doors, we were already working major cases for foreign dignitaries and A-list celebrities. When Jimmy saved the life of one of the most powerful billionaires in the world and then ended up marrying his daughter, it really sealed the deal for our firm.

      “Whatcha got for me, boss?” I slowly remove my feet from the chair as Jimmy walks over and drags it closer to me before taking a seat.

      “I’m not positive I do—yet.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I was talking to one of my contacts, a friend of my father-in-law’s, at his country club this weekend. My contact was telling me how a friend of his might need our help. The guy is apparently the CEO of some big media company, very prominent and well-known.”

      “Get himself into some hot water with some unsavory types and now needs our protection?” I struggle at times to separate my emotions from the job, something I never thought I’d struggle with after being in the military. But after seeing these types, guys who think they can buy their way out of anything, do the same shit time and time again, only to pay someone like me to bail them out, it’s really left a negative taste in my mouth.

      “Actually, no. Shocking, I know.” Jimmy reads the expression on my face. “He’s actually going through a pretty bitter divorce and he’s worried that his soon-to-be ex-wife’s connections might find their way into his house in the middle of the night.”

      “Damn, what’d this guy to do to the wife to piss her off that bad? And who the hell is the ex-wife that she has connections that’d be willing to take him out?”

      “That,” Jimmy says before pushing off his knees to stand up, “is all the information I got out of him before he had to leave. I gave him my card and he said he’d pass it along to the guy. So, if he does, I want you and me on it.” He points toward me before turning to walk to his desk. “That’s why I need you free.” He reaches into the drawer and grabs the keys to his cherry-red 1968 Chevy Corvette Stingray. “In the meantime, though, let’s head over to the mayor’s office. He’s got something he wants to run by us.”

      I get up and follow him to his car.

      “So what’s going on with you?” Jimmy glances over at me, his hand casually draped over the steering wheel. He’s got that look on his face, the one that tells me he’s not going to give it up no matter how many times I tell him there’s nothing going on with me.

      “Not much. Just tired, I think.”

      “You’re irritated. It’s written all over your face, it’s in your tone with the guys. I know they love to rib you about the lady shit, but that’s nothing new so I know that’s not it.”

      “I couldn’t get—” I don’t have the balls to finish the sentence but there’s no need to. The silence is loud and fucking clear.

      “Shit. First time?”

      “Yup.” I keep my gaze out the passenger window. If I didn’t know exactly why it happened, I’d be embarrassed.

      “So what happened? You just roll over and go to sleep?” I finally look over at him and he shrugs. “Sorry, it’s just never happened to me before so I’m genuinely curious.”

      I shake my head and laugh under my breath. “Yeah, pretty much. It was embarrassing, I’ll give you that.”

      “What was the issue?”

      “Uh.” I glance out the window again quickly. “I know it’s going to sound weird, but I actually ran into my neighbor in the elevator going back up to my apartment. I had a—a woman with me. It just threw off my night.”

      “Threw off your night?” He repeats it back to me and it sounds just as unbelievable as when I said it. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, she’s a nice lady. She’s respectable and nice. It just got in my head. I didn’t want to be disrespectful to her. What if she could hear me—us?”

      “Your apartment is a luxury high-rise. You can’t hear through the walls, no matter how much of a god you think you are in bed.” He can’t hold back his laughter. “Besides, what about the fifty other times you’ve brought a woman back to your place since your neighbor moved in? Why only think about it now?”

      “It hasn’t been fifty—and probably because I saw her. I’ve never ran into her when I’m bringing a woman home. I felt like I was giving a bad impression.”

      “A bad impression? Harvey, your reputation is that you bring home a different woman every night. No offense but we both know you—ohhh, wait.” He smiles and I look over at him. “The crush, it’s manifested into something more, hasn’t it?”

      “Pshaw.” I brush off his comment. “Fuck that. No. Even if I was interested in her more than finding her attractive, that’s not going to stop me from getting business done. I’ve just got a lot on my mind is all and I was trying to be respectful.”

      “So all that to say, the reason you’re irritated is because you have blue balls?”

      I laugh along with Jimmy, even though that isn’t the reason I’m irritated. He’s wrong about the blue balls, but he’s not wrong about it being about her. I meant what I said to him; I wanted her to have a better impression of me than everyone else. I don’t know why and I really don’t care to dig into it. All I know is, there’s something about Aspen that has me intrigued and more importantly, there’s been a significant change in her behavior since she’s moved in. She’s gone from quiet and shy to downright skittish.

      “Well…” Jimmy turns to face me after parking the car outside the mayor’s office. “If it does ever turn into anything more with the neighbor, maybe this could be a cute story you share with her someday.”

      I roll my eyes and get out of the car, following behind him as we walk into the building. The fact that he knows my neighbor and his wife is best friends with her isn’t something I’ve conveniently forgotten to tell him. It’s a detail I don’t need any of them knowing. Unless, like Jimmy said, it ever did turn into anything between Aspen and me. But considering she looks at me like I’m a predator about to pounce, I doubt it will ever be a conversation we will have.
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      “Hello, this is Aspen.”

      My stomach drops when I hear Natalie, Mr. Blake’s new assistant, on the other end. “Hi, Aspen. Mr. Blake needs to speak with you. Can you step away from your desk for a brief moment and meet him in his office, please?”

      “Um.” I chew my lip nervously, glancing at my ever growing inbox and the reports I still need to run before I leave for the day. “Are you sure it will be brief this time?” I’ve come to learn that Mr. Blake’s definition of brief is very different than most people’s definition.

      “It’s not really a request, Aspen, but more of a demand.” Her tone is flat but I sense a tinge of sympathy. Even in the few short months since she’s been hired on, I know for a fact she’s already seen the real side of Connor Blake. It’s terrifying to see a man whom everyone else worships and loves snap and turn into a cold-blooded monster in the same breath that he’s praising you.

      “Understood. I’ll be right up.” I hang up my phone and reach into my purse, grabbing the pills my psychiatrist prescribed me for the panic attacks I’ve been having. I stare at the bottle, my bony hand gripping it so tight the ridges of the cap dig into my flesh. I close my eyes, taking in a few deep breaths before deciding against taking one. The thought of being alone with him while under the influence of anything has my stomach in knots. I’ll never put myself in that position… again.

      My anxiety manifests in tapping my fingers in a pattern against the flat front of my skirt, a fashion choice I’m now regretting. At least it’s long enough that when I sit down, it will still cover my knees.

      I tug a stray strand of hair from my tight updo. Another nervous habit I’ve picked up lately. Maybe it’s because I usually wear my hair down. I love my hair, it’s my favorite feature about myself. It’s long and thick and it shines in any light. I love styling it in big, bouncy waves… loved styling it. I don’t have any interest anymore. The door dings and I pull myself from the dark corner of my mind that is full cobwebs I’m not ready to disturb.

      “You can head right in.” Natalie offers a big, toothy grin framed by full red lips. “Mr. Blake is expecting you.” She looks like I did when I first started. Only, I don’t have that full of lips or nearly that large of breasts but I was her. Young and vibrant, ready to tackle my first real job and look damn cute while I was doing it.

      I push open his office door. “You wanted to see me, Mr. Bla—oh…” I pause as he slides his suit coat on and grabs his cell phone before walking straight toward me. “I thought you were expecting me?”

      “I am.” He flashes me that charming grin, that same I once believed meant something. “Walk with me.” He places his hand at the small of my back, something he did much more often when I worked with him. My body tenses and I want to slide away from him but his fingers almost dig into my waist as he ushers me into an empty elevator car.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Of course.” He leans against the wall opposite me as he stares at my body. “What’s with your clothes lately?” He pushes away from the wall and steps toward me, his hands sliding on either side of my waist.

      “Mr. Blake,” I gasp and push against his hands but it’s no use.

      “You have such a tasty little figure, Aspen.” He steps closer until he’s pinned me against the wall behind me. “What happened to when you used to show it off for me?” He leans in, his lips at my ear. “Hmm?”

      I’m paralyzed with fear and completely disarmed. I let out a nervous laugh as I slowly remove myself from his embrace. “I’m actually getting over the flu.” I touch my stomach and his face curls in disgust.

      “Gross. Anyway,” he launches into his speech, not bothering to ask how I’m doing or why I’m at work if I’m still sick. “As you know, my bitch of an ex-wife is attempting to sue me for spousal support in our divorce.” He says it so casually as if I would actually have any idea what’s going on his private life. “And since the courts always side with females in this joke of a justice system, I know she’ll win.”

      I attempt to hide the disgust that threatens to take over my expression. It’s bad enough I’m trapped working for a man who could destroy my entire life without lifting a finger, but now I’m trapped in an elevator, listening to him disparage his ex.

      “I’m sorry.” I shrug. “I know that divorce is one of the most stressful things you can go through.”

      “No kidding.” His hand is back against my body as he guides me through the lobby toward his waiting car. “But that’s where you come in, baby.” When we reach his waiting car, he gestures for me to climb into the open back seat.

      “I—my things are back upstairs. I still have work to get done.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He winks, shoving me into the back seat and climbing in beside me as his driver slams the door.

      “Sir, I’m sorry but I really do⁠—”

      “Hey.” He reaches over and places his hand on my thigh that became exposed by my skirt riding up when he shoved me into the car. “I know the boss, I think you’ll be okay.” He pulls his cell from his pants and hits a button before holding it to his ear. “Natalie, yeah, go grab Miss Wilder’s things from her office and run them down to her. She’s outside with me.” He doesn’t bother with goodbye; he just hangs up and turns toward me. “Now, where were we?”

      “I was just saying that I still have work to do at my desk so I really should get back to it.”

      He doesn’t respond. He just stares at his hand that’s still on my thigh. “You know”—he slowly begins to drag one finger back and forth over my skin—“I still can’t get the taste of you off my lips.”

      My stomach curdles and I glance into the rearview mirror, my eyes meeting Karl’s. I want to mouth help me but I know that he’s just a loyal lapdog who would happily do anything to please Mr. Blake, even if it meant getting rid of my body.

      “I—I have a boyfriend now, Mr. Blake.” I croak the words out, his movements stilling. I half expect him to explode, to toss me onto the street and fire me… which might not be a bad thing, but I only have enough in my savings to cover about two months’ worth of rent. I definitely rented at the top of my budget, but it was the only way I could afford a doorman.

      “That’s a shame.” He stares at his fingers as he slowly drags them up my thigh a little higher before pausing and looking up at me. “Karl, let’s take Miss Wilder home.”

      He removes his hand from my body, but I’m still frozen as Karl pulls the car into traffic. Panic grips my chest. I’m not sure if I should tell him that I’ve moved or chance that he only plans to drop me on the sidewalk outside my old building. But I don’t have to ponder the question long because Karl makes a right turn, then an immediate left, letting me know that he’s, in fact, not going in the direction of my old apartment.

      “What did you want to discuss with me, Mr. Blake?”

      “You didn’t tell me you moved. I had to make a few calls to find out where your new address is.” He turns to look at me with a wide grin on his face… a mercurial one that makes his message loud and clear.

      You can run, but you can’t hide.

      My panic ratchets up to fear when he doesn’t tell me in front of Karl whatever it is he wants to talk to me about. I close my eyes and take several long breaths through my nose, trying to remain calm as we approach my building.

      “Hi, Marcus.” I smile at him as we enter the building, praying he launches into one of his fun conversations or springs a riddle on me, but he’s distracted helping another tenant.

      “Good evening, Miss Aspen.” He smiles and waves briefly before turning back to the couple who seem frustrated about something.

      “Fifteenth floor?” Connor’s brow lifts with a smirk. “Guess that promotion is paying off?”

      “Yes, it’s been nice.” I clutch my purse tightly against my body like a shield, the doors opening slowly before we step out into the hallway. “Mr. Blake.” I pause and turn to face him. “Why are you following me home?”

      His expression would seem endearing if I didn’t already know him. Instead, it’s smug as he reaches his hand out to tip my chin upward so I’m looking up at him.

      “We need to talk. I need a favor outside of work and I need you to be the one to do it.” I open my mouth to ask him what, but he shakes his head. “We will discuss in your apartment.”

      I turn, slowly putting one foot in front of the other as his hand presses against my back. He reaches around me to grab the keys from my hand, his back toward the elevator doors that open with a soft whoosh. I glance up, looking past his shoulder just as he unlocks my door and pushes it open. My eyes meet Harvey’s as he steps out of the elevator, this time alone. He looks at me and stops, just as Connor ushers me inside my apartment and shuts the door behind us.

      “What is that you wanted to discuss, Mr. Blake?” I cross my arms over my chest, not bothering to walk very far inside my apartment.

      “Aren’t you going to offer me a glass of wine first?” He steps toward me and reaches out to touch my face but I brush his touch away.

      “Mr. Blake.” I say his name more firmly. “I expressed to you that not only do I have a boyfriend now, but we agreed that what happened between us previously was a mis—that it wouldn’t happen again.” I correct myself, wanting to scream at him that it wasn’t a mistake because the choice was taken from me but I’m too scared. “Besides, you—you’re a married man.”

      “Oh please, Aspen.” He laughs. “You didn’t seem to give a shit that I was married before. Besides”—he pulls out one of my barstools and takes a wide-legged seat—“she’s my soon-to-be ex-wife so it’s not taboo anymore.” He winks at me, as if I’ll drop to my knees for him.

      “You never told me—you lied to me,” I finally say as my hands ball into fists at my sides. The truth is, he did lie to me. He never wore a wedding ring and when he did tell me about his wife, he said she had died in a tragic accident years earlier that he didn’t want to discuss. “I never would have —”

      “Pity that’s how you see it.” He looks down and smooths a wrinkle from his shirt. “But the bottom line is, I need your help. I know you think that I only promoted you because you fucked me, but that isn’t true.” I flinch at his crassness. “The reality is, you weren’t that good of a fuck to merit a promotion like this. But you’re smart and have a high attention to detail that I need. You’re extremely talented with what you do in cyber security, Aspen. You really must know that.”

      Classic Connor Blake. Cutting your legs out from under you so effortlessly with merely a few words, then turning around and building you up like you’re the most important person to him.

      “And what it is it you need my help with?”

      “My divorce. My personal financial records at least. Like I told you, my bitch of a wife is suing for spousal support which I won’t be able to get out of. That being said, I have a few—offshore accounts and investments that she doesn’t need to know about regarding what financial assets we will be splitting.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m confused.” I shouldn’t be shocked at all that Connor Blake would so casually ask me to commit financial fraud for him, but I am. “You want me to hide your financial assets from not only your wife but a court of law so that she doesn’t get half?”

      “Exactly.” He smiles, this time genuinely and it only deepens my confusion.

      “I-I could face jail time for that—prison time actually. I could face contempt, perjury, defrauding the courts.”

      He laughs and it actually gives me a bit of relief. Maybe he’s joking or maybe I’m completely overreacting or misunderstanding something. I laugh too.

      “Yeah, pretty much that’s it. I mean, you wouldn’t expect me to do my own dirty work, would you? That’s why I promoted you.”

      My smile slowly falls from my face. “Mr. Blake.”

      He’s serious. He actually wants me to commit fraud for him.

      “No, I’m sorry—no, I’m not sorry actually.” I stiffen my spine. “I won’t do it. I’m not going to commit a crime so that you can hide money from your ex-wife.”

      He stands up from the stool and buttons his suit coat. “Well, I’d be doing you a disservice if I continued to let you think that you had a choice in all this. I’m sorry if I caused any confusion, but this isn’t really me asking you a favor. Think of it like me…” He squints and pretends like he’s trying to think of the right word. “…threatening you. Yeah, that’s the right word. Threatening. And if you don’t do it, you won’t just be fired, Miss Wilder.” He has that smile again and closes the distance between us. “No, that will be the least of your worries. But I will make sure that everyone you know and more importantly, everyone that I know, will get a copy of this, along with the entire internet.”

      I look down to where he’s placing a thumb drive in my hand. My stomach drops. “What’s this?”

      “Oh, this?” He laughs again. “It’s your big breakout performance, your starring role.”

      “M-m-my what?”

      His smile is pure evil. “You wouldn’t want the world thinking you’re a home-wrecker, would you? Fucking a married man, tsk, tsk.” He shakes his head. My entire body goes cold, the sound of rushing water flooding my ears as my vision begins to blur. “And don’t think for one second that just because I’m on that recording with you I won’t spread it around like wildfire. If you dare to defy me on this, by the time it sees the light of day, my divorce will be settled. But even if it wasn’t”—his hand springs upward and grabs my throat, his fingers digging into my flesh causing my air to be restricted—“I’d still burn my entire fucking world down if it meant taking you down with me.”

      Then he releases me, opens my apartment door, and slams it behind him as I gasp for air. I stumble backward, clutching my small kitchen island as my stomach rolls and tears spring to my eyes.

      I never thought taking this job a year ago would change my life in the way it has. Had I known the kind of man Connor Blake was, I never would have trusted him.

      I never would have fallen prey to his boyish charm and vulnerable nature.

      I never would have gone out for a drink with him while he cried about his dead wife.

      And I never would have invited him back to my place that night when everything changed.
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