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Prologue

 


Nineteen years ago…

 


JD Harlan sat at his desk, going through
paperwork, when Mason Lake hurried into his office. He closed the
door behind him, locked it, and then held out a zip disk.

“What?” he asked warily.

“You need to see what’s on this.”

JD took the disk, looked it over, and then
slipped it into his zip drive. “This is encrypted information.”

“Was encrypted information,” Mason
corrected. “Click on the first folder and look at those
surveillance photos. Who’s walking beside Paddy O’Connor?”

It took a moment for the data to come up,
but once it did, ice filled JD’s soul as he stared at the man
walking beside the Irish IRA leader. “My father.”

“Yep. More importantly, not Denton
Slidell. Now look at where they’re walking.”

JD recognized the area, the unmistakable
setting where Paddy O’Connor took his last breath. The IRA leader
had been shot in the side of the head, killed instantly moments
before he was due to negotiate a peace treaty with the Irish
government.

“But we saw the video,” JD whispered.

“The video had to be doctored,” Lake replied
quietly. “Anyone with skill can splice and alter surveillance
video.”

JD grappled with the information bombarding
him, trying to process it quickly. “So my father … had an innocent
man executed in an effort to ruin a peace deal.”

“I’m sure Slidell probably wasn’t innocent,
but in this instance, your father is the bigger traitor. JD, you
have to call the Secretary of Defense. And we need to tell
Lee.”

JD shook his head. “No. Lee doesn’t need to
know this.”

“But… Now we know why Denton’s men went
after him for information! Lee has a right to know why his
father was tortured to death three years ago.”

They stared at one another. JD could see the
condemnation shining bright in Mason’s dark eyes, but on this, he
wouldn’t budge. Already his mind turned with the steps he had to
take to deal with the situation.

“You don’t understand,” JD finally said.
“This is bigger than us.”

“I don’t believe you,” Mason said, frowning.
“Keeping a secret from Lee makes me wonder what secrets you’re
keeping from me.”

“It’s simply a need-to-know basis, and right
now, Lee doesn’t need to know. His life has been torn apart enough
over this. We’ll handle this situation internally.”

“So you’re not going to call the
Secretary?”

“There’s too much we’ve done as a black ops
unit for the government to let this slide by,” JD explained calmly.
“We could both be implicated. Yes, my father needs to be dealt
with, but we’ll do it quietly and efficiently. Off the grid of the
government’s reach.”

“What does that mean?”

JD looked back at the photos, at the man who
plainly wasn’t Denton Slidell, the man accused of killing Paddy
O’Connor, and then at the man who clearly was his
father.

“There’s a lot that Joseph David Harlan has
to atone for. Let’s make sure he can never hurt anyone again.”


Chapter One

 


Present Day

 


The first time Mae Sawyer had laid eyes on
Joseph David Harlan the Second, lightning struck. Literally. A
freak electrical storm hit just as she had sat down at her desk on
her first day of work, striking the nearby transformer which had
plunged the whole building into darkness.

Emergency lights had come on, people went
rushing to and fro. Then the company’s generator kicked on and Mae
had seen the most perfect specimen of man ever to grace the planet.
He’d strode through the lobby like a Roman god, forceful and mighty
and barking orders like he’d been ordained king. She’d sat at her
cubicle, mouth hanging open, admiring the six-foot-four heavily
muscled body of her boss. Everything about him screamed dangerous
even though he’d worn an impeccably tailored suit and high polished
shoes, and had a neatly trimmed beard. No one could mistake the
hard glint in eyes so deeply blue they looked like glittering
sapphires, or the determined length of his stride. Even his hands,
although manicured to perfection, had fisted with purpose. Then
he’d disappeared behind the door separating the busy office
administration of his securities firm from the back offices no one
was allowed to enter. Mae had never been the same since.

Since that electrifying day, she’d worked
hard, staying late whenever she had to or running errands that
weren’t necessarily in her job description, waiting for any chance
to see her enigmatic boss. Joseph David Harlan the Second was
admired by many but when she’d tried to find out information or
even Googled his name, she always came away with the same basic
facts. He’d been born to the wealthy Harlan family and grew up in
New York’s high society that entailed all that money could buy. His
mother had died in a freak boating accident when he was twenty.
He’d finished his business degree early and had a stint in the
military before taking over his father’s security firm. He might
have been born with more money than Croesus, but Mae couldn’t help
but admire him as a self-made man. As much as he might be on
people’s tongues, he was an enigma to the world. He never did
interviews. He wasn’t on social media. And, as far as Mae knew, he
had never formed any long-term attachments to women. All the
society gossip sites showed a new woman on his arm in every
photo.

He was always the first to work and the last
to go home. In fact, he might even live in his office, for all she
knew. The back offices were strictly off-limits except for
contracted customers, officials, and his two business partners, Lee
Masterson and Mason Lake. She often wondered what he did back there
and if it resembled anything like Batman’s Bat Cave or Superman’s
Ice Fortress.

Over the months, she’d melted every time he
walked through the administrative side, watching him, studying him,
and ignoring the fact that most people might call it borderline
stalking. Mae liked to think she was admiring him from afar.
Semantics aside, she sat in a cubicle that faced the glass wall
partition that separated the offices from the lobby, so she was
able to admire him whenever he walked through the front of the
building. She worked as a secretary to one of the sales associates,
mainly punching in data. A nine-to-five job that wasn’t very
challenging but held overwhelming benefits, the main one being the
divine man currently heading out of the lobby and into the back
offices.

“Oh my,” she whispered, her mouth going dry
and her panties going wet.

Mae sucked in a deep, ragged breath as her
eyes followed his lithe walk. She couldn’t help but drool a little
over the exceptionally toned physique. The chest and shoulders of
chiseled marble. The narrow waist tapered down into thighs that
flexed hard muscle with every step and a perfect, rock-hard ass. A
quiver fluttered in her belly as her usual daydream of him exploded
in her head—running her hands over every square inch of the perfect
hunk, her tongue lapping over every plane of delicious skin. Her
imagination shocked even herself, although she had no illusions
that Joseph David Harlan the Second even knew she existed.

Then something amazing happened. He turned
and looked at her. After a year of ogling him, of having steamy
dreams about him that always left her panties soaked, he turned his
head and finally took notice of her. She blinked and sat up
straight, her heart thundering so badly in her chest she thought
she might be having a heart attack. Those beautiful royal-blue eyes
met hers, held her gaze, and did a quick look over her features
before turning away. She almost melted in a puddle of goo.

He greeted two men who stood near the
reception desk and shook their hands. As he led them toward the
door to the back offices, she was unable to tear her eyes away,
urging him to look at her again. But he either didn’t pick up her
mental coaxing or had decided she wasn’t worth a second look
because he didn’t glance in her direction again. Instead, he typed
in the code that opened the opaque security door and gestured for
the two men to enter before he followed after them. Breath swooshed
back into her lungs.

“You better calm down,” said her co-worker,
Renee Hammond, who sat in the cubicle next to hers.

Mae fanned herself. “Hunky Harlan should be
labeled a lethal weapon.”

She relaxed back into her chair, a fine
sheen of sweat covering her forehead. Her knees knocked together,
an after-effect of her crazy infatuation. His mere presence reduced
her to a pile of quivering female hormones and she could only
imagine what he’d do to her if there
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