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CHAPTER 1

 

Faith Bailey should never have kissed him. 

She sank back against the headrest in the passenger seat and closed her eyes. She tried to ignore the tension in the car and tried even harder not to replay how his mouth felt on hers, the heat of his body as he pressed into her moments before in the parking lot. 

Actually, she should never have gotten within a foot of Joshua Whitman. She should have kept a respectable distance and not violated any of his space. After all, they were co-workers. Strike that. He was her boss and the owner of the company.

She’d worked for Seaform for three years and managed to avoid any entanglements. Work and relationships always ended badly. The fallout was never good for anyone. She’d tried that once, and she’d had to leave the business because of it. But did she let a past experience keep her hands to herself? Oh, no. Not her. She’d let her body wipe out any common sense. She liked her job at Seaform. It was steady, safe, and, until now, had been drama-free.

With her purse in her lap, she played with the strap as the silence between them lengthened. Banging her head against the dashboard wasn’t going to help one bit, even though it was pretty appealing. She’d gone and created drama when she knew better. And it wasn’t just because of some possible sexual adventure in the office. There was another equally important reason to keep away from Joshua. Like the whole situation when it came to his nasty divorce. His signature hadn’t even had enough time to dry on the divorce papers. The last thing she wanted was to be his rebound, for that matter, anyone’s rebound.

Then there was his visibility. He wasn’t some obscure CEO of some equally obscure corporation. His face showed up on the news, and time and again, he ended up trending on social media. All of which was even more dangerous.

She might appear nonchalant after plastering her mouth and body on Joshua ten minutes ago, but she was anything but. Her heartbeat hadn’t yet slowed, and she was painfully aware he sat inches away. Berating herself for being a full-blown idiot and letting hormones trash common sense wasn’t helping the situation. Curiosity had also gotten the best of her, something she’d always tried to rein in. 

The silence between them thickened, and nothing about the quiet hinted at calm. Tension hung in the air: sexual, heated, and filled with another emotion Faith couldn’t quite distinguish.

Regret?

She glanced at Joshua’s profile as he drove the car from the parking lot in the middle of downtown Portland. Buildings bracketed them on all sides as he guided his Range Rover down SW Broadway and toward Arlene Schnitzer Concert Hall. They’d been the last ones leaving the office for the day, and once in the garage, she soon found out her car wouldn’t start. With it being close to eight, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get her car into a shop until the next day. Thank God Joshua parked a couple of slots nearby, hadn’t yet left the garage and offered to take her home. 

Or should she be thanking God? If she’d ordered a driver through her phone’s app instead, she wouldn’t have turned into his arms when he opened his car door for her. She wouldn’t have looked up into his face inches from her own. And she definitely wouldn’t have arched up and clutched his arms.

A shiver raced across her skin, and she closed her eyes again. Memories of his mouth on hers flooded her senses: the texture of his lips, his breath, a mix of mint and something tart like lemon, and his hair, silken and long enough for her fingers to slip through his curls. 

And his eyes…a smoky gray, like a thick all-encompassing mist she could get lost in.

More silence.

Then, finally, Joshua broke it with, “I don’t know what to say.”

Really? He finally decided to say something, and that was it?

“What do you mean?”

“I’m thinking we probably should—Oh, fuck!”

Joshua slammed on his brakes. Faith jerked forward, glanced out the driver’s side window, and beyond his shoulder. He’d reacted too late. A car barreled toward them. The headlights flashed into her face. Faith didn’t have time to flinch or cry out.

The car slammed into them. Her body jerked against the seatbelt, her head slammed sideways and then back. Airbags deployed, crashing into her chest, her face, her hands. She gasped at the unexpected pain. The force of the other car swung them around. Metal ground against metal. Then screaming cut into the air as the two alloys scraped against each other. The car buckled. The smell of rubber filled the air. That and burning oil. Seconds later, the car jerked to a stop.

Faith batted the airbag away. For a second, it seemed to have a life of its own until it shrank into itself with a whoosh. She blinked, forcing herself to calm down. Taking in a rattling breath, she pried her fingers from around her purse, which strangely hadn’t been thrown to some corner of the car, and tentatively touched her face and throat. Her neck hurt like the devil, but her hands came away free of blood. 

Joshua... 

His airbag had also deployed and had since deflated, which should have given him some protection, but something was wrong. He wasn’t moving, and a nearby streetlamp illuminated his slumped body. Edging closer, her breath caught. Blood dripped from his nose. A nose that was quickly swelling. Either the air bag had slammed into his face, or he’d hit the steering wheel before it deployed.

“Joshua.” Her voice sounded off, almost tinny against the buzzing in her ears. “Joshua?” Oh, God. He couldn’t be dead. “Joshua!” 

She gripped his shoulder, thought to shake him, but decided against it. If he was injured, she could make things worse. Instead, she stared hard at his chest. 

There. Faint but visible. The slow rise and fall with each breath. She exhaled in one loud rush. For a minute, she’d thought…well, it didn’t matter what she thought. He was alive.

She glanced through the cracked windshield. A sports car rested twenty-five yards away, the hood crumpled into the dashboard. She couldn’t make out the person in the other car or whether they were alive or dead. 

The passenger door creaked open, filling the interior with the scent of burnt rubber. She glanced over, trying to focus on the figure standing in the open doorway.

“Are you alright?”

She flinched. A male voice cut into her skull, loud and jarring.

Faith blinked. The buzzing in her ears eased. “I think so…” 

But was she? 

“Are you able to get out? Someone’s already called for an ambulance.” A man with gray hair and washed-out features loomed over her.

“I think so…” She hated how she sounded like a parrot.

With fumbling fingers, she struggled with her seatbelt, then tumbled from the car. She would have landed on her knees if not for the man grabbing her elbow and holding her steady. 

She clutched at his arm until she regained her balance. She still felt disoriented and a little woozy. “Thanks. I’ll be okay. But Joshua. He’s not responding.”

The man peered inside. “He doesn’t look good, but we don’t dare move him. If his spine’s been injured...”

“Yes, of course,” Faith replied.

Several people stood around the wreck. One woman peeled away from the others and peered inside the vehicle. “The ambulance should be here soon.”

Faith assumed she was the one that called 911. Holding the side of the car for needed support—her legs didn’t feel quite right yet—Faith glanced back inside. Joshua was still unconscious. Oh, God. He needed to get to the hospital. She didn’t know what she would do if something serious happened to him. She’d always thought of him as vital, indestructible. 

“Oh, wow,” the woman said in surprise. “That’s Joshua Whitman.”

Faith frowned. She didn’t like that the woman had identified him. She must have had the eyes of a damn eagle.

Then a man with black-framed glasses and black hair moved closer to the car and Faith. He pulled his phone from his back pocket and started taking pictures. 

Faith stared back in shock and horror. “Are you freaking serious? Turn that off right now.”

The guy shrugged but continued to aim his phone at Joshua.

Quickly, she swiveled and gave him her back. Joshua had a name in Portland. Word would get out. His car crash might even end up on the evening news. Or worse, on the national news.

Before she started getting paranoid and having her mind wander into worst-case scenarios, an ambulance rolled up beside the car. She looked over at the low-slung sports car that had t-boned them. The car’s frame looked worse than Joshua’s vehicle. The way the hood had buckled into the steering wheel couldn’t be good for the driver.

The person could be dead. At the thought, her stomach did a crazy flip. She didn’t know that yet. 

As the paramedics slowly detached Joshua from the vehicle, two squad cars pulled up. Both officers scanned the area and then separated. The younger of the two officers walked over to her.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Ah, sure…” Faith went into as many details as she could remember. Several questions later, the cop nodded and moved into the sea of onlookers. She noticed the guy with glasses and a camera yards away and glared at him. 

He smirked in return, lifted and pointed his phone at her, and took another picture. “Hey, this can get me some bucks if I get enough hits on my channel. That or a network might be interested.”

Hands tightening at her side, she wanted to wrap her fingers around his skinny throat.

“Okay, that’s enough.” The other officer made a motioning gesture with his hands. “If you don’t have anything to contribute to what’s happened here, you need to move on.”

Faith’s gaze narrowed as the phone guy backed away and disappeared behind several other people. Her heart rate drummed in her chest, and a wave of dread roiled through her stomach. Her fingers around the edge of the door frame tightened, and she sucked in her breath, trying to keep her vision from fracturing. 

“Hey,” a paramedic hurried over, “you don’t look too good. Why don’t you hop in the back of the ambulance?”

She made a face. “I don’t need to go to the hospital.”

“Be smart. You might have whiplash and not know it yet. At least you’ll get some documentation at the hospital for insurance purposes.”

He made sense, and she had good insurance coverage, thank God. She grabbed her purse, but before she reached the ambulance, she glanced at the crowd. The guy with the phone had disappeared.

But that didn’t ease Faith’s fears. Not in the least. This second, he could be posting on social media or contacting some news channel. A single moment, one careless broadcast, and nearly twenty years of hiding would be for nothing. Her face would be everywhere. It wouldn’t take much for someone to recognize her, if they knew what they were looking for, if they were completely obsessed with her.


CHAPTER 2

Josh came to and slowly opened his eyes to his surroundings. At the harsh glare of the room’s light, he blinked and snapped his eyes shut as a headache rammed into his skull. He shifted and groaned. Son of a bitch. Pain radiated from his chest. He stilled. Then after a few calming breaths, he looked around, all the while careful not to make any jarring movements. 

A hospital. He was the only occupant in what looked like a private room. An IV was attached to his hand.

He didn’t remember much. A flash of headlights. The scream of metal against metal.

Josh looked down at his hospital gown and the blanket covering his body. He had both legs. Two arms and hands. That was something. He tested all four limbs. They all moved. That was even better.

God. What about Faith? His heart pounded against his chest, and a wave of fear twisted inside his gut. What had happened to her? Was she safe? Did she come out of the accident unscathed? His hands clutched at the sheets beside him. He couldn’t stomach the idea of her getting hurt or the possibility of something worse. He’d known her for three years, and he’d grown to admire everything about her: her quick wit, the way she handled co-workers, her intelligence, her ability to decipher important aspects of any project placed in front of her. 

She had qualities he’d once had in himself. She was trustworthy, loyal, and compassionate, with a desire to do the right thing. She’d fought him on several issues, ensuring his employees were considered before profits. A long time ago, he’d vowed never to say, ‘It’s just business,’ but he started losing sight of his integrity until she joined his team.

He’d learned he could trust her, which said a lot. This past year he’d lost trust in pretty much everyone after being lambasted by a woman he thought he knew. He’d been married to a woman who’d turned out to be vindictive, shallow, and dishonest. Unlike Faith. If she had been hurt because of the accident... 

A nurse breezed into the room. “Glad to see you’re awake.” 

As she moved over to the side of his bed and checked his vitals, he asked, “The woman in the car with me. Is she okay?”

The nurse’s mouth curved into a reassuring smile. “She’s fine. Just a couple of bruises. Nothing more.” 

Her smile dissolved. She paused, then pressed a button on the machine beside him. “He wasn’t so lucky. He died on arrival.”

Josh dug his fingers further into the sheet until the fabric twisted around his fingers. “Do you know his name? Did he have a family?”

“Uh, no. Sorry.”

Damn it. Feeling suddenly lightheaded, he closed his eyes and took in a ragged breath. He’d killed a man. 

No. No. He couldn’t think that way. He hadn’t been in the wrong. He was innocent.

Still…

Guilt tasted rancid at the back of his throat as he tried to swallow. He opened his eyes. “Was he the only one in the car?” 

He couldn’t handle it if there was a child involved. His chest tightened. Please God. Not an innocent child.

“No one else came in.”

Josh nodded and winced at how the movement sent pain shooting into his skull. “How bad am I?”

“A couple of bruised ribs. Your nose looks nastier than it is. You’ve bruised the cartilage pretty bad. Nothing broken, but you might have a crooked nose for a while. You’ve also got yourself a concussion. We’ll have you stay the rest of the night for observation.”

He had to double-check. “And you’re sure the woman in the car with me is okay?”

“She’s been in the waiting room wanting to come in.” She backed away from the bed. “Are you up for a visitor? I can send her away and she can come back tomorrow during regular visiting hours. That might give you a couple more hours to rest.”

“No. No. I’d like to see her.” Relief eased the tension across the back of his neck and shoulders. His head still throbbed like a bitch, though.

The nurse disappeared from the room, and moments later, Faith appeared and hovered in the doorway. She rocked back on her heels. “Hey.”

“Hey.” 

He took in her disheveled hair, a mix of platinum and honey undertones that fell in waves around her shoulders. But it was the sadness in her silver-blue eyes and her injuries that held his gaze: the bruising to her brow, her swollen right eye, and her bandaged temple. “They said you were fine, but you don’t look fine.”

“My face looks worse than it is. The airbag could have done far more damage. At least there’s nothing seriously wrong, and I’ll be as good as normal in a couple of days.” 

“Hmmm.” He wasn’t convinced. Trying to sit up higher in the bed, he shifted, then winced. 

“Here, let me.” She hurried over and pulled out the bed’s remote stuck between the side of the bed and the rail. After pressing one of the buttons, the motor hummed and lifted him into a seated position.

“Thanks.” He gave her a rueful smile, trying to ignore the sudden awkwardness that leeched into the room. “Please. Have a seat.”

After pulling a chrome and plastic chair closer to his bed, she sank down and eyed him with concern. “It looks like you came out far worse than I did.”

He lifted a hand to touch his face but decided against it. He didn’t want to know how swollen his nose was. “I’m sure I’m a sight. Probably looks like I got a couple of good hits to the face in a boxing match. According to the nurse, it’s not broken but it’ll probably be crooked for a while.”

“It’ll just make you ruggedly handsome. You were too handsome to begin with—” She flushed. “What I meant was—”

“I get the picture,” he said, saving her from trying to explain. He laughed, hating to admit he was just a little bit vain. Air scraped into his lungs as pain slammed into his chest. 

Her eyes widened. “Are you okay? Do you need me to get the nurse?” 

“No. No. I just have to be more careful about what I do. It’s just a couple of bruised ribs.”

“Just a couple of bruised ribs?” She eyed him in disbelief. “That’s not something to shrug off.” 

“It could have been a lot worse. Anyway, it’s not something I have any control over.”

“True.” She shifted closer in her chair and pulled her purse into her lap. “Did they say when you get out?”

“Tomorrow. They want to monitor me for twenty-four hours, just in case. At least I get to leave the hospital.” His gaze darkened. “The other driver wasn’t so lucky.”

Faith’s shoulders sagged. “I know.”

He closed his eyes, unable to keep the guilt from crawling through him.

“It’s not your fault.”

 “I know, but still, I feel somehow responsible.”

“Don’t,” Faith urged. 

~~*~~

Someone cleared their throat by the door. Faith turned and found a teenage girl, with sleek black hair standing in the doorway. 

The girl’s gaze landed on Faith. Something flared in her eyes, and what looked like a sneer curled the corner of one lip before her expression broke into concern and she hurried over to Joshua’s bed. “Are you alright? I rushed over as soon as I could. They let me in when I told them I was your daughter.” 

She looked too old to be Joshua’s daughter, but makeup might add years to her appearance.

“How did you find out?” Joshua asked, his brow creasing in confusion. 

“Social media. It wasn’t hard from there. I called a couple of the hospitals near the area of the crash. I had to mention my name and how we’re related.”

“Was that smart? Your mother—”

“I didn’t tell her. And she doesn’t know I’m here.” She shook her head. “No, don’t even bother arguing. She doesn’t need to know, not with the way she’s behaved. I’m embarrassed by what she’s been doing to you. She’s being such a bitch.”

“Don’t say that,” Joshua said. “And I don’t like the idea of you lying to your mother.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s not like she cares where I am.”

Faith cut in, unable to keep quiet. “The accident is on social media?” 

Pivoting, the girl turned away from Faith and said to Joshua, “She’s been such a pain.

Faith raised her voice. “Excuse me. What about the news? Was anything on the local station about the crash?”

She glanced over her shoulder at Faith and arched an eyebrow before shrugging and turning back around. “I don’t watch the news.”

If the crash started trending on social media, it would hit the news soon after. Her face could show up anywhere to any casual or not so casual observer.  

She squeezed her purse against her stomach as panic twisted inside her stomach. Her mother’s warning from years before echoed in her head. “You always need to be careful. If Mayor ever finds you…”

Faith hadn’t let her finish. They both knew what had almost happened when she was eleven. A quick death would have been preferable.


CHAPTER 3

No. Faith wasn’t going down that rabbit hole and jumping to conclusions. Just because the crash was out there in the public eye, it didn’t mean someone was going to focus on her. She wasn’t the big name. Joshua was. And even if her name came out on social media or the news, there was no reason to get alarmed.

The girl chuckled, drawing Faith out of her paranoia. She was striking with light blue eyes, black hair past her shoulders, a sharp jaw and cheekbones, and a body with equally sharp angles. Her pale neck and arms were a vivid contrast to her black jeans and shirt. 

Faith’s memory clicked. Now she recognized her. The girl had been Joshua’s stepdaughter, Ella. From the sounds of things, their close relationship wasn’t something Joshua’s ex knew about. If Rachel found out, Faith had a good idea the woman would lose her shit. Their divorce was far from amiable but had been a slow, painful train wreck. A couple of times Rachel, spewing anger and indignation, showed up at Seaform and rattled several of the employees, who no doubt worried she had a gun on her. Remembering her throwing a stapler at someone who had the guts to tell her to leave, Faith mentally cringed. Then there were the screaming episodes behind Joshua’s closed door until they finally stopped after security kept Rachel from entering the offices.

If Ella had to deal with Rachel’s outbursts at home, she wouldn’t be surprised the girl was living in hell. Deciding she wasn’t needed and that she was eavesdropping on a conversation she had no business hearing, she rose and stepped to the foot of Joshua’s bed. “I’ll let you get your rest.”

Joshua shifted as if to get up but just as quickly sank back down. His brow creased and his gray eyes grew smoky with pain. “No, wait…”

She lifted a hand to forestall him from doing anything to further injure himself. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

“Bye,” Ella said, turning slightly, catching Faith’s gaze and curling a corner of her lip before turning back to Joshua.

At the unexpected hostility in Ella’s expression and the flash of loathing in her light blue eyes, Faith’s face and jaw tightened. She didn’t have a clue why the girl detested her. She’d never given her cause to, especially when she’d met her less than half a dozen times at the office. Mentally shaking off Ella’s animosity, Faith told herself it didn’t matter what Ella thought of her because she didn’t have to deal with the girl. 

“I’ll call you later to see how you’re doing,” she murmured, not waiting for a reply before slipping from the room. She was exhausted, having spent all night in the hospital.

Having already checked out of the hospital, she used her phone’s app to have someone pick her up. Within five minutes, a compact car pulled up in front of the hospital entrance. She paused before she opened the door, eyeing the driver. A woman with dark hair and a nondescript face looked harmless, but you never could be too careful. She slipped a hand into her purse and the side pocket, feeling the cylinder of her pepper spray. There’d been a murder a month ago. The passenger had mistakenly gotten into the wrong car, thinking the driver was from a transportation company and not someone bent on robbing and killing her.

As they drove into her neighborhood, Faith noted the cars that passed them on the street. From a car in the driveway, someone crossed their yard to a front door and disappeared inside, while no one else walked along either sidewalk. Almost deserted. The perfect neighborhood. People kept to themselves and hid behind their four walls. Still, whenever she entered her neighborhood, her heart rate always kicked up. She couldn’t break the habit and didn’t want to. Being aware meant everything. She didn’t have anyone else she could count on. Yeah, she had her mother, but she was miles away, in another state. Being on her own was something Faith craved, and her mother hated. But relying only on herself was something she had to do to finally feel independent. She needed to grow up and take charge of her life, which she should have done a good decade ago. She guessed she was slow to spread her wings, but she loved her mother and had an unusually close relationship, which probably bordered on codependence. For too many years she’d hidden in her mother’s and Gabriel’s shadow, counting on them far too much.

The driver reached her townhome and slowed before turning into her driveway. She would have preferred the privacy of a single-family home, but she’d been priced out of the market several years ago. At least her next-door neighbors were friendly and didn’t pry into her business. 

Once the driver left, she keyed in the code for the garage. The metal rolled open, and she swept an eye across the spartan interior. A worktable and two metal wire shelves that carried Christmas and Halloween decorations rested against the back wall, while ceiling-to-floor cabinets filled one side wall. She paused in the laundry room and waited until the garage door snapped shut before closing and locking the door, then slipping the deadbolt home. Safely inside, she found herself fighting a serious case of exhaustion as she hung her purse on the hook by the doorway to the kitchen and toed off her shoes. But there was no way she could sleep; she was equally wired.

Even though it wasn’t quite eight with a full day ahead, work wasn’t an option. She couldn’t handle facing her co-workers and their questions. They’d want to know all the details: how badly Joshua was hurt and the other driver's condition. A vision of the crumpled car flashed in her head, and she couldn’t help but wonder about his family. Guilt. God, she couldn’t shake it even though she’d overheard two nurses talking. He reeked of alcohol and must have been intoxicated, they said, before they caught Faith listening and lowered their voices. 

It didn’t matter who was at fault. A man was dead. Someone had loved him. Someone would be heartbroken by his death. 

She shuddered. She’d been close to death once. Too close. Memories swarmed into her head like locusts. The flash of a knife, the cry of terror locked in her throat, voices around her begging, reasoning. 

She crossed her arms protectively over her middle, her palms rubbing at the chill crawling across her flesh. Damn it. She’d never forget. Even after all these years, images, still vivid and horrifying, rushed at her like a flock of ravens, their claws raking through the past at the most unexpected times.  

From the kitchen, she walked into the living room and behind the cream faux suede sectional. She noted that on top of the glass coffee table, the anthurium, with its bright red flower, needed a bit of spritzing and fertilizer. Then she slipped from the living room and down the hall on stockinged feet, mindful of any unusual noise in the house. She cocked her head for a moment to double-check. The hum of the fridge. The whisper of her feet against the wooden floor. Nothing else. 

She didn’t relax.

Habit had her checking the main bathroom and the two bedrooms. After leaving the master bathroom, she eyed the bed and hesitated. No, she wouldn’t cave into paranoia and look under it. She’d done it for far too many years as a teenager. 

Still, her heart raced. She sighed. Maybe it always would. 

On her way back to the kitchen, she turned on the television. Breakfast and a strong cup of coffee beckoned. Peanut butter and toast. Simple. She liked simple. With a cup of coffee in hand, she took a bite of her toast and walked into the living room to catch the morning news. So far, no mention of Joshua. Still, a quarter of an hour remained.

She finished the last of her toast when the channel flipped from the weather forecast to the newscaster, who started rambling about the latest celebrity gossip. 

A video filled the screen.

“Shit.” 

She dropped onto the sofa, the hand holding her coffee trembling violently. Sucking in a breath, she blindly set her cup on the table with a loud clang. The video appeared as if taken by an amateur hand, the movement jarring, the picture quality questionable. Her gaze narrowed. It had to be from that little weasel, the one with the dark, thick frames and phone. He must have managed to sell it to the channel.

The camera panned to the car that had t-boned them, zooming in on the crushed hood and shattered windshield as if in search of the victim behind the wheel, but the cracked glass masked the interior. A caption appeared at the bottom of the television screen: Joshua Whitman, multimillionaire and CEO of Seaform in a horrific car accident.

The victim, Arthur Sinclair, a well-known real estate mogul in the state, died on the scene, the reporter revealed. Then an image of Faith’s dazed face filled the screen. It was probably the moment when she pulled herself out of the wreck. Then her eyes widened, and her expression turned furious, even unhinged as she advanced toward the camera. Horror rolled through her at seeing her face magnified on the television. 

The audio caught Faith’s words, “Are you freaking serious? Turn that off right now.”

Suddenly, the film panned to the other side of the car, where paramedics pulled a man from the vehicle. That creep must have slipped in among the emergency workers to get such a closeup. There was no mistaking Joshua Whitman being removed from the wrecked vehicle.

“Joshua is in serious but stable condition at the hospital.” Then the newscaster mused into her mic as another flash of Faith’s face filled the screen. “While the woman in the car with him is a mystery… Could she be Joshua Whitman’s new love interest? With his high-profile divorce now over, we can only speculate.”

The camera shifted to the anchor next to her, a man with teeth whiter than anyone had a right to. “I suspect he’s moved on after his divorce.”

“Seriously?” Faith yelled at the television in complete disgust. Their comments sounded like they came from some tabloid show, not a news program. Gossips. Both of them. Joshua was the owner of a highly respected and well-known eco-friendly clothing manufacturer, not some movie star. 

She watched in horror as her full name in bold letters filled the news crawl at the bottom of the television screen. There was nothing she could do about the film clip hitting other stations, other cities. She didn’t have the power or the money to suppress the story.

Dread had her grabbing her phone from her purse and going to a social media feed. She started searching with various hashtags. Nausea churned in her stomach. She wanted to crawl into herself.

“Shit.” There it was. The video from that stinking snot-nosed bastard. She had only one consolation: Joshua’s name wasn’t trending, and she had to search for news about the accident. But that could change. Then she frowned. Joshua’s former stepdaughter had found the story easily enough. Which could mean it was just as easy for someone else.

Her name was now out there and tied to Joshua Whitman. You didn’t have to be a genius to find him through his company. And through him, find her. But it wasn’t her name being broadcast for public consumption that made her want to throw up. It was the video of her face. She clawed her hair back.

If her identity was exposed, the horror she thought she’d buried would be unleashed. And she knew, with chilling certainty, that this time she wouldn’t be able to escape. She didn’t have that type of power.

Panic flared through her body, raw and painful. Her worst fear had materialized. One act of God, fate, destiny, what have you, had exposed her. It didn’t matter how it happened, but that it happened. 

She rushed into the kitchen, her hands diving into her purse, shoving past her wallet, keys, and other clutter in search of her prescription bottle containing her emergency anxiety medication. When her fingers finally latched onto the container, she fumbled with the lid, her hands trembling as she shook out a pill. Without bothering to grab water, she swallowed it dry, wincing as it caught in her throat. Her daily medication was supposed to keep her anxiety at bay, but today—like so many other days—it wasn’t enough.

Faith closed her eyes, unable to ignore the truth. She wasn’t safe anymore. 


CHAPTER 4

“I can’t handle it!” 

His office door flew open. Josh jerked at the sudden intrusion and winced as pain cut across his ribs. 

Ella strode into the office. He was used to her emotional outbursts. Sadly, it was the one thing she’d learned from Rachel.

Across from him and his desk, Faith, the head of marketing, had been going over several company surveys. She twisted around in her chair to gape at the intruder.

Ella wiped her eyes with the back of her hands before dropping them to her sides. Mascara stained the skin beneath the girl’s bloodshot eyes.

He’d never seen Ella this upset, not in public. She usually didn’t make public scenes. They had that in common. “What’s wrong?”

Ella started to speak but froze, seeming to notice Faith for the first time and realizing he wasn't alone. 

Faith quickly rose, smoothing down her skirt. “I’ll come back another time.”

“Ah, sure,” Josh said, eyeing Ella, who was radiating anger and a whole lot more.

Once the door sighed shut behind Faith, he rose and came around his desk. The movement tugged at his ribs. A week had passed since the accident, and he was still recovering, still very much alive. Unlike the drunk driver who’d run a red light and t-boned him. He didn’t know much about him: Arthur Sinclair, fifty-eight, with a blood alcohol level double the legal limit, according to the toxicology report.  His funeral had been earlier in the week. 

Josh had thought to send his condolences. Maybe flowers and a card. But he knew it would be like grinding sand into the family’s wound, and he decided against it. The guilt kept him up at night. If he’d been more aware of his surroundings, seen Sinclair coming, reacted faster, the man might still be alive. But another voice whispered into his head that Sinclair had made the choice of drinking and getting behind the wheel. He could easily have killed someone else that night—Faith, or even Josh himself.

He forced himself to focus on Ella. “Obviously, you’re upset, but you can’t barge into someone’s office without first knocking. I need some warning. I could have been in an important meeting. You do understand that?” 

“But this is important.” She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, a ball of fury, need, and insecurity. In some ways, Ella was very much like her mother.

“What did she do?”

She launched herself at him. He rocked back from the force, gasping as pain from his injured ribs rammed into him, but he managed to keep his balance as he automatically put his arms around her. Damn Rachel. He knew whatever Rachel did this time wasn’t good.

Ella sobbed against his chest, mascara and tears staining his white shirt. He stood there and let her unload on him. She needed a safe space. Most of the time she was a prickly teenager with raging hormones and a slew of abrasive characteristics, entitlement being one of them, but ultimately, she had a good heart.

After several minutes, Ella sniffed and drew away. She made a face and wiped at his shirt. “Sorry, I made a mess.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s a shirt. Easily dry cleaned or replaced.” He looked down at her. Somehow he'd become a parental figure she could count on, not just the man who'd married her mother. The likelihood of that happening had been near nil a year ago. But Rachel was sorting through her demons and didn’t care who she hurt, even her own daughter. Ella hadn’t had anyone mature enough to turn to until she'd realized he wasn’t as bad as she’d first thought when he’d married her mother.

“She’s already sleeping with someone. He was in the kitchen when I came downstairs.” She balled her hands into fists. “I hate her!”

“Don’t say that,” he gently reprimanded. “She is your mother.”

“Really?” She looked up at him in disbelief. “You’re going to defend her after what she’s done to you?”

Sighing, he backed away and leaned against the end of his desk. 

Yeah, Rachel had decided to come after him with her lawyer. Some of it was greed, but another part, he suspected, was her fury at being forced to live in another woman's shadow. He couldn't love her back—in all honesty—not while his heart was still tied to the ghost of his first wife. He knew her retaliation was, in a way, a response to his ultimate rejection.

But he wasn’t about to get into the details of their divorce. It wouldn’t change anything or make Ella feel better. Plus, that was between him and Rachel. And yeah, after months of accusations, court filing after court filing, he had a few choice words to describe Rachel, but he wasn’t about to badmouth Ella’s mother. He’d only hurt Ella in the long run. They were blood, which Josh had learned long ago trumped other relationships, even with all the baggage involved.

She searched his face with narrowed eyes. “I came here because I thought you’d understand, but you’re just as bad! At least with her, I know where I stand.”

He decided to ignore her words. “Ella, your mother’s always needed someone. She hates being alone.”

“She has me!”

“I know, and I’m sorry. She doesn’t see how her behavior affects you and everyone else around her.”

“Yes, she does. She’s a royal bitch. She tried to get every penny out of you, and you let her walk all over you.”

“That’s not true.”

“Huh. Right.” She was the one who backed away this time. 

Before he had a chance to respond, she pivoted and raced from the office.

“Damn it.” For a second, he thought about going after her but decided not to. She wouldn’t listen, maybe later when she cooled down. 

He’d been married to Rachel for all of three years. At first, his relationship with Ella had been rocky until she’d slowly, inadvertently started to trust him. He soon discovered that once he got past her prickly personality, he found a girl with a tender heart who cried at Hallmark commercials, who, given a chance, would become a beautiful human being if Rachel didn’t stand in her way. In some other areas, she was the opposite of her mother.

He stared at the open doorway and wondered what the office thought of this newest drama. God knew there’d been a lot in the last six months. His employees had seemed to take it in stride. At least they’d never said much about Rachel’s theatrics. 

Was Ella right? Had he let Rachel walk all over him? Was Ella the only one who thought that, or did his employees and friends think the same? No one had faced him about it. Frowning, he pushed off his desk. Maybe. He’d thrown money at Rachel and limited communication between them through his lawyers. It had become a habit and had seemed the only thing to keep her from lashing out at him. Hell, he’d gotten tired of Rachel’s complaints, anger, and outrage. 

He walked over to the doorway. The movement tugged at his ribs. He looked down both sides of the hall and across the top of several cubicles. He thought of calling Faith back in but decided against it as he shut the door and sat down behind his desk. 

The tension between him and Faith had escalated since they’d kissed. Yeah, there’d always been sexual awareness, but not this flat-out awkwardness between them. 

He didn’t know what to do about Ella, and he didn’t know what to do with Faith. But doing nothing wasn’t an option. He hadn’t gotten this far in life by ignoring conflict. 

But the thought of doing something didn’t make him feel a whole hell of a lot better.

Like most days, Josh stayed late. He wasn’t the type who expected his employees to work long hours if he wasn’t pulling in more hours himself. Tonight, he was the last one to get on the elevator and leave work. The drama of earlier lingered, and he was no closer to figuring out what to do with Ella or Faith.

From the elevator, he stepped onto the third floor of the garage. The scent of rain and oil hung in the air as he walked toward his car. Above the hum of the fluorescent lights, an odd sound echoed against the concrete. He looked over his shoulder but found only rows of empty parking slots. He hurried toward his car. The lights above flickered, sending an eerie shimmer over the concrete. Another sound broke into the night air. For a wild moment, he thought he heard laughter. A shiver raced across his skin. He stopped and turned, expecting someone bearing down on him, but he found no one. Frowning, the prickle across his neck intensified. Damn it. His unease intensified as he increased his pace across the cement. There were two other cars three lanes down with no one behind the wheels. His car was in the next lane.

He was surprised he hadn’t seen Gary, the company’s security guard, roaming the floors and garage.

As he reached his car and hit the remote, the locks disengaged, and a sudden shadow swept along his peripheral vision. 

“What the hell?” He pivoted and frowned. Nothing. But he could have sworn he saw something dark and shapeless flash past him. It had been close enough that the air stirred around him. “Okay, too many hours working is rattling your brain.”

He tried to shrug it off, but it wasn’t working. In the car, he locked the doors, and once safely inside, he looked around the garage, past the large pillars and vacant parking spaces, over to the ramp that led down to the next floor, and beyond to the city lights glittering through the large gaps between the garage’s vertical supports. He didn’t relax until he pulled out of the garage and turned onto a major thoroughfare before he hit the freeway. 

He pushed the incident aside and focused on traffic as he drove toward the Forest Park area and his home. After he guided the SUV through the security gates of his neighborhood and pulled into his street, he hit the remote to his garage and started to close the door behind him but realized that garbage pickup was scheduled for the next morning.

The plastic wheels of the garbage can rattled, disrupting the silence of the neighborhood as he dragged it to the sidewalk. The street, like usual, was empty and felt strangely abandoned, with everyone disappearing behind their closed garages and well-manicured lawns. Josh tried not to think how lonely the neighborhood felt. It seemed each passing year, more people shut themselves off from others until their lives grew barren of close, meaningful relationships. If he wasn’t careful, he could easily go down that route and let work take precedence over everything else of importance.

Smothering a yawn, he retraced his steps to an empty house. Something cold and dark swept past him, ruffling his hair and sending a breeze across his face. Whirling around, he brushed at his cheek, his gaze catching on a blurred shadow that disappeared into the dark.

Damn it! He stepped toward where the shadow had disappeared and crossed the lawn. He could have sworn he’d heard a sound. Again laughter.

The light from the garage clicked off, throwing the yard into further darkness. He peered beyond the tree lines and into the neighboring yard but saw nothing. Absolutely nothing.

The silence around him was deafening.

He frowned. He backed away and slipped into the garage, hitting the button to shut it behind him. Even inside his house, he felt unsettled.

But as he moved through the kitchen, living room, flicking on all the light switches, he still felt as if a threat lurked outside. 

Hell. The long hours must be getting to him. That and the accident and Rachel’s constant threats, which made him suspect it was all his imagination. Could the car crash have done something to his head or vision?

He wondered… 


CHAPTER 5

Faith woke up with a start, flat on her back in the middle of her bed, her heart pounding. She cocked her head to one side. Silence. Frozen to the mattress, she waited a full minute and listened. Still more silence. She frowned. She could have sworn a noise woke her up.

Unable to shake her unease, she scrambled from bed and glanced at the clock. Two minutes after seven. From inside the walk-in closet, she pulled a small cedar box from the top shelf. Her heart thudded, its beat pounding pounded in her ears. She couldn’t go back in time. Not after seeing her face and Joshua’s on the news or in the newspaper headline a week ago. 

Oh, God. She was being paranoid. But who wouldn’t be, with what she knew?

She left the closet, sank down on the end of the bed, and opened the box. Inside rested a medallion. Old, worn, and familiar. She pulled out the necklace, the chain thick and cool against her palm. She slid it over her head and ran a thumb along the cross’s length, then rested a finger on a roughly faceted ruby in the center. Under the ruby lay a hidden compartment. Gabriel had given it to her years ago—a weapon against Mayor. The mercury sealed inside was one of the few substances lethal to naguals. If Mayor got too close, Faith could open the vial behind the hidden compartment, and the mercury would burn through supernatural flesh like acid. It wasn't much, but it was something.



OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
g D THOMSON





OEBPS/image0.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

H.D. THOMSON







