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  Chapter 1


Glancing over her half-moon glasses, the woman made a tsk sound at me and turned back to her computer. The robust woman was pleasant most of the time, that is, when I wasn't annoying her. 
“What happened this time, Gracie?”
Hmm, maybe I did annoy her too much. I closed the door and sat on the chair in front of her. I should have been more upset, given the situation, but I couldn't turn back time. I had to go with what I had, and at the moment, it was more jovial than annoyed.
“He slapped my ass. Said I did a great job.”
Those red-rimmed glasses fell down the bridge of her nose. As she pushed them back up, Gloria turned back to me.
“Really?” She asked dryly.
I nodded, offering a smile. It was almost like she didn't believe me, but of course, she didn't dare say I was a liar. There were so many cameras dotted around this place, one trip to the security room, and I'd have my proof. I was waiting for her to say I should be happy with his appraisal, but in this world of sexual harassment law suits, I knew that she wasn't allowed to say it. Gloria was one of those women who was old enough to remember a time when the boss did slap women on the ass for an appraisal. She probably giggled and enjoyed it.
“Alright, Gracie,” She said with a heavy sigh. “We'll find you somewhere else.”
“Way to go, Gloria.”
She rolled her eyes and turned to her folder, flicking through the staff list and various departments within this odd office.
“You've managed to go through every manager in this building. There's only one option left now. After that, you're in the mail room with Frank.”
I cringed. Frank was one of the boss's many sons who was probably well meaning, but he made my skin crawl. But what was worse than being in the basement? The thought of it made me wonder if being alone with Frank in the basement wasn't so bad. There was the only option left. I knew who Gloria was talking about. Preston Clarke.
No one wanted to be his secretary. He was an ogre, and if he slapped someone on the ass, it wasn't because they'd done a good job.
“Come on, Gloria,” I implored, reaching across her desk. “There has to be someone else.”
“Yeah, in another company. If you wanna work here, then you need to accept that we don't always get what we want in life. This is the last chance you've got, Grace.”
Gloria ripped the note from her book, holding it to me with a smug smile.
“Report to level ten. Mister Clarke will be notified of your impending arrival.”
As I took it, I ignored her cooing good luck to me. With the door to HR shut, I huffed. That hadn't gone as I had wanted. Yeah, so I might have been vying for the assistant's job for the boss, but that was proving to be a rather tricky task.
“Well?”
I jumped with fright, clutching my heart as I turned to frown at Ashley. Behind the bright red lipstick was a wicked smile. I think she enjoyed sneaking up on me.
“She bought it,” I grumped, moving to my desk. “Only problem is, I've managed to go through every single manager except one.”
Ashley gasped as her eyes widened. Yes, there was a reason that Preston Clarke didn't have an assistant, and that was because he was an old coot. He was cantankerous, and no one wanted to work with him.
“You cannot be serious.”
“I am, unfortunately. Lunch?”
“You bet, I want to hear about your wonderful morning.”
I picked up the box of stuff, hitching it onto my hip as I picked up my bag. Thankfully, Olsen was gone. I didn't want to have to look at his searing cheek. He was a little shocked when I slapped him, but I wasn't expecting him to slap me on the ass, either.
Ashley wandered off in the other direction, coffee mug in hand. She was supposed to be helping me, but she seemed more interested in actually doing her job. Crazy. Had she forgotten our reason for being here so quickly?
I cast the question aside for now. Time was evading me, and I didn't want to start the morning off by being late. Clarke would have a meltdown for sure.
My walking through the office area wasn't as embarrassing as I thought it would be. There weren't many on this floor, and those that were here had headphones on. They were always monitoring someone or something. I'd tried to weasel my way into finding out what they were listening to, but they clammed up pretty fast.
This place was a mystery, and I was yet to find a way in. The information was there. I knew it was. I just had to find one gullible person willing to be a little liberal with what they knew. Maybe being locked in the basement with Frank wasn't such a bad idea. He was the boss's son and knew everyone because he delivered their mail. Then again, I detested how his eyes always crawled over my body.
I pressed the button for the tenth floor and leaned on the wall with a heavy sigh. This day wasn't turning out as I had planned. Stupid Gloria, why couldn't she just give me something on the top floor? I didn't need to be the boss's assistant yet. I could settle for the assistant's assistant.
The doors opened, and I was faced with a darkened lobby, quiet and empty. Stepping onto the wood floor, I wondered if Clarke had left early for lunch. I glanced at my watch. It was only ten am.
Beyond the small lobby was a set of double doors. I figured it was Clarke's office. The building itself was small. There would be a few offices around the reception area and little else. It was surprising that there was no receptionist on this floor. I was under the impression that they all had one.
Bravely, I walked forward, hoping Clarke wasn't doing something that would have me running back to Gloria. Two in one morning would make her suspicious. It was bad enough that I'd started the week out with a change of scenery. Today really was pushing my luck.
Softly knocking on the door, I could hear two male voices. One I knew was Clarke, the other I didn't know who it was. I thought I knew all the bosses, but this voice was not familiar. Warily, I stepped further, knocking louder and clearing my throat.
“Mister Clarke?”
His eyes rose, looking up at me from under his large white bushy brows. I'd always thought that Preston Clarke was long overdue for retirement, but seeing the young man sitting in Clarke's chair behind his desk, I realised it might be happening sooner rather than later.
“Yes. Miss Wilder, I presume?”
I nodded, looking at the man sitting in the chair, stretched back with a stoic face. Dressed like the rest of the bosses in this place, he wore an expensive and finely fitted suit.
“Nodding is not an answer, Miss Wilder and come closer!”
Good grief, he was right on form this morning.
“Sorry, Mister Clarke.”
He'd been hunched over slightly, showing something on the computer to the other guy. When I reached the desk, I held out the note from Gloria.
“Gloria in HR said to give this to you.”
“Not me, young lady. I am retiring. This here's the chap you want to be giving your notes to.”
Clarke turned to the man who hadn't stopped looking at me. It was a little unnerving.
“Don't tell her she looks good, don't comment on her clothes and for heaven's sake, don't slap her ass.”
He smiled, amused at Clarke's comment. Yeah, okay, so I complained a lot, but I actually had a reason. Clarke reached his withered hand out, taking the note from me.
“You're out the front. Answer the phone if it rings, and don't touch anything else.”
“Yes, sir.”
I walked out of the office, trying not to be obvious as I looked around. There was nothing noteworthy, just a standard, dull office. I couldn't even get my hands on a filing cabinet because there weren't any. How was I supposed to do my job when there was no information to collect?
Stuffing the box under the desk, I sat and waited for the phone to ring. I waited until I grew so bored that I pulled my phone out and played games. It was lucky that there was a hutch that covered what I was doing because the old crank shuffled his way out. Casually, I put my phone to sleep and slipped it quietly onto the desk.
“I'm off. You're Baxter's problem now.”
Okay.
“Have a great retirement,” I said cheerily.
He waved me off as he continued to shuffle to the elevator, leaning on his cane as he waited.
“Give my regards to Frank. I'm sure you'll be seeing him soon enough.”
My mouth hung open as he shuffled into the elevator, not uttering another word to me. I felt like saying, screw you but it was too late, the doors were shut, and the crank was gone.
Turning back, I gasped, seeing the other guy leaning on the desk. Dark brown eyes were watching me, his lips turned up in the corners as he smiled. Another one that liked to freak me out by sneaking up on me. He was certainly light on his feet. I'll have to remember that.
“They've got bets on how long you'll last here.”
Oh.
“You look great, Wilder. That dress suits you. You've got a great ass. If you get off it, I'll smack it for you and tell you what a great job you've done so far.”
“Hilarious,” I said dryly. “So you had five minutes, right?”
He nodded, and the grin got wider.
“Well, it's been six, so you lose.”
“Personally, I don't care whether you're here or not. After all, I'm not the one paying your wages. Apparently, there's a list of jobs in a folder for you to do, somewhere on this desk. If you want to keep your job, then I would suggest that you do them. Do them well, and we don't have a problem.”
“Okay. So what is it that we do on this floor?”
Because Olsen was the head of intelligence, which seemed interesting but wasn't. The most he did was searched through every single newspaper for articles about something that he would never tell me about. My job was to buy every single newspaper I could get my hands on and give them to him, as well as getting him coffee and answer the phone that hardly rang. It had been a rough few days.
“We don't do anything. You do whatever is in that folder.”
Then he turned around and walked into his office.
Searching over the desk, I found a plain folder with a piece of paper inside.
Reception duties
Answer the phone quickly and take a message of what you are told. Be exact and repeat it back to ensure the information is correct. Write the information on the note pads provided and deliver it to the manager promptly.
And that was the grand total of my job. How thrilling.






  
  Chapter 2


I was expecting to sit at the desk all day and do nothing. The highlight of my morning had been scratching my ass, which certainly felt good and consumed a whole minute. I had considered going for a walk around the desk, figuring that it might take up thirty seconds if I walked slowly. As a bonus, if the phone rang, it would create a minor amount of excitement as I rushed back to answer it. That might be my afternoon entertainment. I would be a daredevil and walk around the desk. 
The phone actually began to ring. Crazy, I know. As it rang, I grabbed the pen and paper and answered the call.
“Hello?”
“Deveraux, five, one, stop, four, four, five. Next, negative zero, stop, one, seven. Repeat.”
Good grief, lucky I was listening. I repeated it word for word, even though I had no idea what he was talking about.
“Correct.”
Then the line went dead. Confused, I looked at the handset for a second. With a slight sneer, I put it back into the cradle and ripped the note from the pad. Taking it into Baxter, I peeked around the corner to see if I could catch him doing something. He was frowning at the computer until his gaze caught me. Damn it.
“Hurry along, Wilder. I don't have all day.”
I scurried over to his desk, holding out the piece of paper to him.
“So, what's it for?”
“I have no idea. I just pass the information along. Nice ass.”
“Screw you, it won't work.”
He chuckled, and with a flick of his hand, I was dismissed. It wouldn't work because he was rather easy on the eye. I turned away with a smile on my face. Why, I couldn't pin down exactly, but I figured that it had a lot to do with him.
By the time it was twelve, I was almost falling asleep at my desk. At least with Olsen, I had something to do. This job was the pits. A message came through from Ashley, telling me that she was in the lobby and waiting for me. Grabbing my bag, I wandered to Baxter's door.
“Going for lunch.”
“That's great. You're great, Wilder. Nice clothes, by the way.”
“Not going to work.” I hummed sweetly and turned away from the doorway.
“They make your ass look fat.” He called out.
“Nice try.”
I grinned as I pressed the button for the elevator. He wasn't going to win, I wanted information, and there was something about his job that had me intrigued.
As the doors opened, I stepped in and looked back to the small entry. A light pooled over my desk, and minimal light came from the ceiling light near Baxter's door. He didn't have the blinds open, preferring them to be shut, which didn't make sense to me. This high up, he would have an amazing view of the city skyline. He could see for miles, yet he preferred to be hidden.
Crossing the small lobby, I scanned the area and looked for Olsen. He wasn't here, which was lucky for him. Ashley was looking out the window while waiting for me. When I got closer, she began to walk to the door.
“So, how's Clarke?”
“Retired.”
She stared at me, her mouth agape.
“Come on, not here.”
I pushed through the door and waited for her to follow. We walked quickly to the end of the block, where there was a little eatery. Ordering something that would be quick, I passed the menu back and waited for the waitress to leave.
“So come on, what do you mean Clarke retired?”
“He did, as of this morning. His replacement is young, and you know.”
She smiled, her lips pressed as her eyes narrowed at me.
“How good looking is he?”
“That's not the point, but very is a fairly accurate statement. Clarke warned him about me and my more endearing qualities, and Baxter's spent the day trying to piss me off so that I'll go running to HR.”
“He doesn't want you around or anyone around?”
“Anyone, I'd say. The job isn't hard, and it's not something that he couldn't do for himself. I don't think it's a necessary job, and it explains why Clarke never had anyone before now.”
“Or there's a reason for not having anyone there. What do you do?”
“Answer the phone that so far has rung once. There are these rules that are the strangest I've seen. Take notes of what the caller says, word for word. Repeat it to ensure accuracy and then take the message to Baxter.”
Her face crinkled at me.
“Is that it? What was the message?”
“Numbers, words. The call lasted a minute.”
Ashley looked at me, waiting for me to elaborate.
“He said Deveraux, then numbers, points and more numbers.”
“Did you write it on a note pad?”
“Yeah.”
“Do me a favour. Put the next sheet into your bag. Write something on it if you need to, but do it with a really light touch.”
Oh, good thinking. I nodded with a supreme smile. I'd write something ridiculous like a grocery list. That way, if they pulled me up on it, I could hopefully avoid any issues.
“Any luck with Myers?”
“Nuh.” She scoffed. “It's like a secret men's club or at least a secret club of some kind.”
Myers did something that was associated with money. I could say that he was financing, but that didn't seem accurate. Ashley said she'd seen books that he wrote in, figures in columns, but there was never a mention of bank accounts, never any money coming in or out. Just figures in books. Ashley was yet to crack the system, yet to find a weakness to be used to our benefit.
At this point, she was aiming for something to blackmail him with. She'd followed him for several afternoons to watch what he did after work. We knew that he didn't go straight home. In fact, he didn't go home for hours.
On the first day of her surveillance, he'd gone to a local tavern and disappeared into the depths of the building, not emerging until well after midnight. On the second night, he went to a movie theatre, watched a movie with a female companion and parted company once the movie ended. We'd hoped that the photos of the two of them would be of use, but it turns out that Myers wasn't married. He wasn't even in a relationship. That woman was his sister.
Our meals were placed on the table, one salad sandwich that was enough to quell the hunger. As we ate in silence, I thought about our investigation into Caldwell Enterprises. There had been a lot of gruesome deaths over the years, a lot of missing people and a lot of unanswered questions, most of which related to this company or an employee in an indirect way. It was indirect enough to make the cops not bother to investigate them. Maybe they were being paid off.
Regardless of the reason, we had taken notice. Well, when I say we, I really mean our boss, George Harwell. He was the chief editor of The Daily News, an online news site. Having seen everything that did go online and everything that he couldn't publish, Harwell could see the broader picture, one that few saw. Something was happening in this town, and the more he looked, the more he saw. It was a problem that was growing.
Every unexplained death was noted with great detail. Every missing person was added to a list. Even the deaths that did have an explanation but seemed wrong, he noted them on another list. It was fast becoming a personal project for Harwell, and he was determined to get to the bottom of it. He wanted The Daily News to expose the issue.
Ashley and I were what Harwell called hunters and gatherers. There were a few of us around, but Ashley and I were the only ones working the Caldwell case. We were told to hunt for the people responsible and gather information. So far, we'd exposed zilch.






  
  Chapter 3


When I returned to the office, Baxter was at my desk writing something down. Well, that was the end of using the piece of paper. His eyes lifted over the top of the hutch, watching me as I approached. 
“Thank you.”
The call was ended, and the piece of paper was ripped out and tucked into his pocket as he stood.
“Wilder, you are looking hot as. If I bought you a mini skirt, would you wear it and bend over in front of my desk?”
“Screw you.”
He smirked and wandered back into his office.
“What if I bought a bikini?”
“No,” I said loudly.
I sat at the desk and looked at the note pad. Picking up the pen, I quickly wrote a few things on it as softly as I could, then tucked the note into my bag. Waiting for Baxter to say something, I stared at the door. Nothing.
On the opposite wall, there was a clock. It ticked loudly as it made its way around the numbers. Slowly bringing the end of the day closer, almost like it was dragged kicking and screaming. The hours ticked on as the battery for my phone slowly started to diminish. Rather than leaving myself without a working phone, I pulled out one of the many notepads stacked against the back of the hutch and began to doodle.
Catching something move in the corner of my vision, I looked up and saw Baxter at the doorway. Pushing the notepad away, I looked at him with a sweet and sarcastic smile.
“I know,” Baxter said as he crossed the room. “I could make you work late, and when in a compromising position, I'll give you my suave moves.”
With a huffed laugh, I rolled my eyes and casually glanced at the clock. It was finally five pm, and I wanted to jump joyfully.
“Bang out a quick one on my desk. What do you think?”
“I think that if a quick one is all you're offering, then I'll pass on the lame-ass screw, thanks.”
I stood, taking my bag with me.
“You know, they do offer a late shift if you want to earn some more money.”
Baxter leaned on the desk, watching me with his smug smirk.
“We could work by the low light, you with a thin, see-through shirt, me with my shirt open and the tie tossed aside.”
His eyes widened as the smirk grew.
“I could use the tie to make you more submissive.”
“Your feeble attempts to make me run to HR aren't working.”
“So if I slapped your ass?”
“I'd slap your face like I did with Olsen.”
Moving closer, he narrowed his eyes. My bag dropped to the desk as Baxter moved too close.
“Then you'd go running, right? You wouldn't want to seem hypocritical, would you?”
His gaze lowered as he hummed thoughtfully.
“No,” Baxter said softly. “You're climbing the ladder, and you know from here it's only down. I could make you do some terrible things, and you still wouldn't run, would you? You can't get any higher. The doors are all shut. I don't know what you think you're going to get by staying here, aside from the constant talk about your ass.”
“Just want a job without a loser boss. Clearly, I'm in the wrong building.”
“Clearly.” He said softly.
“But I'm not a quitter, so if you don't mind, I have to get home so I can prepare for another day at work tomorrow.”
Baxter stepped back, his arms clasping behind his back as he watched me. Picking up my bag again, I moved around the desk and walked to the elevator.
“You could stay. We could hammer out a deal for your nocturnal work hours. I promise to be most giving to your needs.”
“I doubt that you could give me what I want.”
Thankfully, the elevator arrived quickly. I stepped in and did my best to ignore the man who refused to look elsewhere.
“Good night, Wilder, I look forward to an entertaining day tomorrow.”
I pressed the close door button, wishing I could jab at it repeatedly. As the elevator moved down to the lobby slowly, I sighed with relief. The day was over, and I would go home almost empty handed.
Stepping out of the elevator, I did my usual scan of the lobby, which was almost empty. Security guards, a few staff members.
“Miss Wilder.”
Turning around, I saw Gloria as she stood beside the other elevator. I'd barely taken one step before Gloria had found me.
“Hey, Gloria.”
She smiled weakly at me.
“How was your day on level ten?”
“Uh, better. Thank you for your concern.”
“Good.”
Then she walked off. Her level of concern was fleeting at best. I shrugged it off, caring little for it at the moment. For now, I had the arduous journey to my place, a good ten-minute walk in these shoes that I knew would leave me with some nasty blisters. I could wait for the bus, but I had to get on with my assessment of the piece of paper and waiting half an hour for a bus journey that would take another half an hour to get to my place seemed pointless. Ten minutes of walking compared to an hour for transportation.
As I meandered through the crowd, I looked through the messages on my email. Nothing of worthy had come through, just the usual junk mail that seemed constant. Flicking the screen back to sleep, I put the phone into my bag and carried on, hoping that I could be home before the sun sank too low.
The city seemed to get a whole lot colder once the sun dropped past a certain point on the horizon. The wind howled through the streets, and it was enough to make me shiver, even if the sun was still sitting high enough to warm the land.
Pushing through the glass door to the lobby, I soaked in the warmth of the building. It might be a building of little box apartments, but it was a wonderful place. The building was always warm in winter and cool in summer, the common areas were clean and well maintained, and I had no issues with neighbours or their visitors.
I was only on the second floor. Given the price of the places further up the building, it was enough for me. What I paid now was bad enough, and it was barely an apartment. One studio room that held my bed and lounge in one, the kitchen attached to the side of the lounge room with the bathroom beside it.
It might sound meagre, but it was pretty good. I had a corner unit, which meant I had windows on two walls rather than one. There was also a balcony off the kitchen, it was small, but it was enough for breakfast on a warm summer morning. This place was my own little patch of heaven, and I wasn't going to trade it for anything.
With a heavy sigh, I opened the door and flicked on the lights, dumping my bag onto the lounge. After closing and locking the door, I made my way into the kitchen to start dinner. Rather than watching the bowl go around in the microwave, I unravelled myself from the heavy jacket and scarf and then pulled out that note.
Baxter had a heavy hand. As I rubbed the pencil over the imprint, I frowned as the writing appeared. Collins Street, old red brick building.
I knew that building used to be a dry cleaner, but when they moved to a larger place, it was left abandoned. No one except squatters had moved in. Of course, I knew about it because of the drug lab set up there. The cops raided it, and we covered it like nothing better was going on in this dull town.
With a heavy sigh, I sat back and wondered why Baxter was being told about this building. The microwave dinged, and I got off the stool to fetch my dinner. Maybe after dinner, I might go for a short walk back to work so that I could figure out Baxter. There was a distinct possibility that he might go there tonight. Maybe I might follow him there.
Then, I might be able to figure out what Baxter is up to, what interest the company has in the building and what was going on in the building.






  
  Chapter 4


Pulling my jacket tighter, I leaned on the wall and watched the entrance of Caldwell Enterprises. It was a cold night. The frosty wind was cutting through my jeans and the beanie on my head, making it useless. 
Caldwell walked out of the front doors, talking to one of the security guards. I pulled my scarf up, trying to minimise how much of me was on show. Now, it was a view of a small strip over my eyes and nothing else.
After discussing something with the man, Caldwell walked down the few steps to the waiting town car. The driver held the door open for him, closing it once Caldwell was seated in the vehicle. Chasing after this one was a lost cause. I couldn't keep up with a car. I was waiting for Baxter to show his face.
Glancing at my watch, I realised I'd been standing there for an hour. It was six-thirty, dark and cold. Worse than that, I'd not seen Baxter at all. I knew he left at six pm, and knowing that, I'd rushed through my dinner, changed into my surveillance clothes and ran back here just to watch him. All management worked until six because they had a meeting at the end of the day. I knew he should have been walking out the door with the rest of them.
One by one, the department managers had walked out of the building. I'd sneered at Olsen and his slap-happy hand. Even if I was hidden across the road, my hate-filled gaze was worth it. Yet Baxter hasn't shown his face yet. Was he doing a late shift? That was some pretty long hours considering that he should have been in the office when it opened at nine am.
It was likely that I'd not seen him leave, maybe missing him in the few seconds that I might have turned away. I couldn't remember doing that, but I hadn't seen him leave the now locked building, so he was either doing the night shift and pulling some ridiculous hours, or he was long gone.
Giving up on the ridiculous situation, I turned out of the alley and began to walk home. Feeling like I was being watched, I looked around and saw a few people walking around, but no one was actually looking in my direction. Shrugging it off, I carried on.
My jacket was zipped up tight. The effort to deflect the harsh wind was pretty much useless. To be fair, I think that my legs were frozen posts, so it really didn't matter anymore. Stopping at a café, I ordered a coffee and cake to take away, hoping the coffee would warm my trip home.
As I waited for it to be made, I leaned on the wall and looked out across the street. The number of people going home was becoming less and less. Buses zoomed through the streets, stopping to collect the city workers and ferrying them away quickly.
The view out the large windows was of the city street, an intersection that had tall buildings on either side of the side street. A few cars parked along one side, clogging the narrow street. On the side that was a no-standing zone, there was a motorcycle with a lone rider sitting on it. Not going anywhere, no lights on, barely seen with his or her dark clothes.
“There you go, hon.”
I turned to the woman who was putting the lid on my coffee. She quickly bagged the cake and offered it with a smile.
“Thanks.”
Braving the cold, I stepped out of the shop and looked at the rider again, only to see that he or she was gone. Looking around the street, I saw nothing other than an approaching bus. I'd not even heard the motorcycle start or speed off. It had to be the quietest engine I'd ever heard.
It was a little unsettling because it looked like the rider was watching me. Darkness might have been this person's cover, but it didn't hide them completely. I saw the figure enough to see that they were at least looking in my direction.
Since I was in the occupation of snooping, I knew the hazards associated with it and what to look for. Not just when I was searching for information but in my everyday life. I wasn't a fool to think that I could do this job without repercussions.
The further I walked out of the city
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