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Chapter 1 – Helen

	“He’ll be with you in a few minutes, Helen,” Mandy Brackman said, looking up from her monitor and giving me a quick smile. Of course, there was an uneasiness to the smile, too. I understood that. It wasn’t a good career move to be friends with the woman who was suing OmniFinance for sexual harassment.

	As I sat in the outer office of Kelvin Daniels, CEO of OmniFinance, I took several deep breaths. I’d met him a couple times at corporate gatherings and he’d always seemed to be pleasant and amiable. I hadn’t been suing his company, however, and that might make a difference in how he treated me.

	The phone rang, Mandy answered it, and gave me a nod. “You can go in, Helen.”

	I stood up, took two more deep breaths, and went to the door. My heart was pounding, but I knew there was no way I would back down from the situation. Even though everyone told me I was being ridiculous, I didn’t care. I had to follow through on this. It was as simple as that.

	I knocked on the door, opened it, and entered the office.

	Kelvin Daniels was a handsome man in his late 50s. He had the perfect blend of salt and pepper in his hair and when he smiled, it seemed to be with genuine pleasure. As I approached him, he extended his hand. Placing my hand between both of his, he said, his tone warm and friendly, “Helen Vincent, it is an honor to meet you.”

	Okay, honesty was not quite what I had expected. My confusion must have shown on my face because he said, as he gestured for me to sit down in the comfortable leather chair across from his massive desk, “I know I’m not supposed to say that but it’s the truth. If the men in this company had half the courage you do, we’d be an unstoppable force in the marketplace.”

	“Uh – thank you,” I said.

	He leaned back in his chair and stared at me. His eyes were blue enough to look warm and kind. Just looking into his eyes had me relaxing and letting down my guard.

	“So,” he stated, “let’s get right to it. I’ve read everything there is on the impending lawsuit, and all I can say is that you were absolutely right in doing what you’re doing. If even half the things you’re claiming are true, we’ve got a serious problem here at OmniFinance and we’re going to correct it as quickly as possible.

	“The truth of the situation, though, is I might be the CEO, but I can’t take your word for what happened. I’ll tell you right now I completely believe you, but I have a Board of Directors to answer to and they’d kick me out of this office if I didn’t do everything by the book. Now, I’m supposed to put you on unpaid leave while we investigate the situation, but I’m not going to do that. You’re on paid administrative leave for a week. That should give me enough time to get a preliminary investigation going and decide how to proceed from there.”

	I stared at him, amazed and impressed. “Thank you, Mr. Daniels.”

	He waved my appreciation away with a hand, shaking his head. “Needless to say, Lou Westin went through the roof when I told him what I was doing. He blustered about it for a little while, making idle threats about going to the board, but I finally got him to shut up.”

	I nodded. Lou Westin had been one of the upper managers that I’d gone to with my initial complaints about the comments made to me by some of our clients and he’d told me I was living in the real world and I had to conduct myself like an adult. “Lou Westin is a weasel,” I stated.

	“You’re insulting weasels around the world,” Daniels told me. “Now, take the week off, enjoy yourself, and I’ll see you next Monday. We’ll figure out where to go from there, okay?”

	I nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Daniels.”

	“I’m the one who should thank you. I had no idea this was still taking place. It makes me sick to my stomach.”

	I left the office and paused at Mandy’s desk. She gave me an inquisitive look and I said, “He’s a pretty awesome guy, isn’t he?”

	She smiled. “I’ve worked for a lot of jerks in my life, and Mr. Daniels has been nothing less than wonderful. I know you’ve had some trouble with the company, Helen, but if anyone is going to change the way things work around here, it’s going to be Mr. Daniels.”

	*** 

	

	As I drove back to my apartment, I thought about the lawsuit. When I’d first learned Daniels wanted to meet with me, I was prepared for an attempt to buy me off or to keep me quiet. Now that I’d met him, I realized he was one of the good guys out there. That made me relax a little. I would have hated to engage in battle with OmniFinance if I didn’t have any allies in the battle.

	I knew I wasn’t the only female working at OmniFinance that had problems with some of the clients and some of the upper management team. My initial plan had been to get some of them to testify to what they’d seen in the company but that had not worked out. Somehow, word spread that no one was to tell me anything that might hurt the company. 

	I noticed a dark blue van coming up quickly behind me. The driver was going faster than seemed safe and I was coming up to a curve. No sooner had I gone into the turn when the van moved up to my right and tried to get past me. I jerked the wheel so I was now in the lane of oncoming traffic and I waited for the idiot in the van to speed up and get past me.

	He didn’t.

	Instead, he kept right beside me. I looked over to get a glimpse of what kind of idiot I was dealing with but the windows were too dark. Then, I saw an oncoming truck racing towards me, horn blaring, and I slammed on the brakes. The van shot forward and I guided my car back into the right lane, watching as the van disappeared ahead of me. 

	*** 

	That night, I was in my living room, trying to relax and push out all negative thoughts from my mind. That was easier said than done. There were plenty of thoughts out there needing to go but they didn’t seem to want to leave at the moment.

	My phone rang and I looked at the Caller ID. It was my mother and I swiped to answer it. “Hey, Mom.”

	There was a pause. The voice on the other end of the line was not my mother’s. It was an electronically distorted voice. The sound of it sent chills down my spine. “You need to be more careful when you’re on the road,” the voice said. “You could have gotten yourself killed. That would be a shame. If you died, who in the world would be out there, ready to take on your company? Then again, maybe you should think about walking away from your lawsuit and walking away from the company – at least you’d be able to walk away.”

	The call disconnected.

	Hands shaking, I called my mother. She answered on the second ring and I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

	“Hello, dear.”

	“Uh – hi, Mom. I – uh – I wanted to let you know I might stop by for a visit this week. They’re making me take some of my vacation time at work.”

	I hadn’t told my mother about the lawsuit and I wasn’t about to tell her about the phone call from whoever had spoofed her phone number. Under the best of circumstances, she wasn’t someone who dealt well with a crisis. I didn’t want to add to any of her concerns.

	“That would be wonderful, honey! It’s been too long, you know. When are you looking at coming?”

	“I’m not sure,” I replied. “I’ll let you know when I figure out the date.”

	 


Chapter 2 – Derek 

	“Prescott! Watch where you’re pouring that concrete! Get your mind on your work, damn it!”

	I glanced over at Arnie Stinson, my temporary boss, and I took a deep breath. I resisted the urge to go over and dump my bucket of concrete over his head and nodded, making sure I didn’t overflow the hole that held the fence post. I saw him watching me and I gave him a friendly smile. He turned away with an unfriendly scowl. There’s no pleasing some people.

	We were installing a fence at the home of Jack Landers. I didn’t know what Landers did for a living but whatever it was, it damned sure wasn’t manual labor. When I’d first met him, he’d given me a look like I was a new species he’d never seen before and said, “I like my privacy, so make sure no one can gawk into the yard, okay? There’s way too many perverts in the world and I don’t want to be looking at them, you know?”

	After he’d left, Stinson came over and gave me a dark look. “I’m warning you right now, Prescott – keep in line. I’ve worked for Landers before and he’s the kind of guy I know you don’t like. You keep in line, you hear me?”
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