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She was pretending not to see him. 

Julia Bancroft gripped her coffee cup even tighter in her hands and kept her head down. He was walking over to her from the other side of the lobby. She couldn’t face him. Not now. Not like this. 

Frantic, she raced away and ducked into a crowded elevator. Claustrophobia started to weigh down on her the moment she found herself wedged between two of her colleagues. She could handle elevators with one or two people inside, but an elevator packed with people often set her on edge. The familiar fear filled her, cutting off her air supply. Desperate to breathe, she inhaled as deeply as she could without drawing attention to herself. Though she was a master at not revealing her anxiety, she had always hated elevators. After her stepmother locked her in a small, dark closet as a child, she had hated confined spaces from then on. 

But even the thought of dealing with her old fears seemed easier than facing Wes this morning. Somehow she had survived an entire weekend of knowing his explosive secret. All weekend her mind had been a flurry of thoughts as she tried to figure a way out of this new mess she found herself in. Worst of all, Wes had called her several times and she had ignored every one of them. Most of the time she had ignored him. She didn’t know whether to feel guilty about avoiding him or be furious that he had told her so many lies.

As a journalist uncovering secrets was part of her job, but there wasn’t any joy when the secrets were so close to home.

Finally, the elevator doors slid open on her floor and she hustled out, grateful to be free of the small space. She dashed to her cubicle, hoping she didn’t run into anyone who wanted to make small talk this morning. She was in no mood to deal with the usual office pleasantries while she was trying to figure out what to do.

Still restless, she sat down at her desk and booted up her computer. If she was lucky, maybe Wes would be so busy he’d have no time for her. Once her computer was on, she forced herself to focus on looking through her emails. 

“Julia, have you been avoiding me?”

The sound of his voice nearly made her jump out of her skin. Her reaction nearly knocked over her coffee cup. “Avoiding you? Avoiding you how? Honestly, Wes, I’ve been so busy these past couple of days. You know how it is when a big story gets published. It’s nothing but chaos for weeks. That’s all this is. I’m just busy. Busy all the time.” She was babbling like an idiot. 

She had been able to keep her cool around poachers and killers, but with Wes Shaw standing over she just couldn’t hold it together. 

“We need to talk.” His tone was flat. Emotionless, as it often was when they were at work in front of Golden Mail staff. 

But over the past several weeks of getting to know him, she had discovered that underneath his aloof exterior was a man who possessed all the tenderness in the world. He was brave and brilliant, and maddeningly overprotective. Not to mention handsome, with dark, probing eyes and silky brown hair that was always deliciously disheveled.

No. She had to stop getting caught up in all that. It didn’t matter how tender he had seemed during the stolen, secret moments in their hotel room. It didn’t matter that he had been so skillful and attentive in bed. It didn’t matter that he was impossibly tall or had a square jaw. None of that mattered because it was all a lie. Well, maybe the square jaw wasn’t a lie, but everything else was.

“Step into my office,” he went on.

He often bossed her around. Which made sense since, as an editor at The Golden Mail, he was her superior. Except now she knew that he wasn’t really an editor. His seniority went way beyond that. Wes wasn’t just in charge of her section of the newspaper, he was in charge of the entire business. Yet now that she knew, she couldn’t understand how the man who fixed his car with his own hands and knew how to wrestle a gun away from a killer could possibly be the astronomically wealthy owner of the newspaper. She’d seen wealthy people up close because of her own family connections, but none of the rich men she knew were as rugged or down-to-earth as he had was. Or maybe he had only pretended to be like that. 

Before she got the chance to respond to his order, Wes sauntered away from her cubicle towards his office. Clearly, he wasn’t going to give her a choice. If he needed her in his office, she would have to comply.

She slowly got to her feet. Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and followed after him into his office. “What’s this about?”

“Why haven’t you been taking any of my calls lately?” he demanded with a frown. 

“I was busy this weekend. Lost track of time I guess.” The lie rolled so easily off her tongue that she felt guilty for a moment. But only for a moment. Because even if she had just told him one little white lie, he had told her the biggest lie anyone had ever told her. 

He sat down at his desk and motioned for her to sit down. “What’s got you so busy? Another story?”

“Family stuff,” she said blandly. 

“Oh.” His expression softened. “I’m sorry. Is everything okay? Is this about your parents?”

She took a seat, clasping her hands in her lap. Her heart was starting to pound and she needed to ground herself somehow before she unraveled in front of him. His concern for her was sending her entire body into turmoil. While her heart was beating like a drum at his touching concern, her mind was screaming warnings at her. 

His concern couldn’t be real. It was all for show. He wanted her to think he was someone she could trust. That way he could lull her into a false sense of security in order to...

What? In order to what? She still couldn’t figure out why he had not only lied to her, but risked everything to keep such a damning secret.

“Everything is okay. Nothing to worry about,” she forced herself to say. “What did you want to see me about?”

“Right.” He leaned back in his swivel chair. “The police called. A detective down there wants to see us. Today.”

Her eyes widened. “What? Why?”

Wes raised his hands. “Stay cool. There’s no need to panic.”

“Why do the police want to speak to us?”

“The detective didn’t say.”

“And that doesn’t concern you?” she asked.

“Why would it? I haven’t done anything wrong. Unless...” His eyebrow went up. “Unless you have something to confess?”

His words made her bristle inwardly. After all the lies he’d told, he had the gall to make that kind of insinuation? “What would I possibly have to confess?” she snapped. “I’m an open book. I have nothing to hide.”

“I’m just making sure,” he murmured. “You seem a little agitated and, considering how you like to cut corners when you’re chasing a story, I thought I’d ask.”

She narrowed her eyes. “If I’m agitated it’s because I’ve been summoned by the police and haven’t gotten a reason why.”

He looked down at his watch. “The detective advised us to go down to the station sometime this morning, so it’s best if we head over there now.”

“Fine.” She stood up quickly and headed for the door.

By the time she reached to open it, Wes was already right behind her. At his height and with his long strides, he could be quick on his feet. Gently, he brushed her hand aside and opened the door for her.

“After you,” he said.

Ugh, she hated how gentlemanly he was. No. That wasn’t true. She didn’t hate it. As annoying as his chivalry could be, she had actually reveled in it. Because his attention had made her feel special. For a short period of time, that attention had made her feel like the only woman in the world. She knew better now.

She had no choice but to follow his gentle command, so she slipped out of the office ahead of him. As she walked down the hall, her stomach tightened with dread. They were going to take the elevator down. Which meant she’d be facing two fears instead of one. Now, instead of only the claustrophobia to worry about, she had to face the fact that she was going to walk into a police station with a man she no longer trusted.

~~*~~
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A UNIFORMED OFFICER ushered them into a dingey interview room. Harsh fluorescent lights flickered overhead, the disorienting light amplified by the reflection in the mirror that took up most of the far wall. 

She was all jittery. First she had discovered the truth about Wes, and now she was in a police station. “Still think we have nothing to worry about?” she asked sardonically once the officer left them alone.

He pulled out a chair for her. “You should sit down, Julia.”

“This is the kind of place they bring criminals,” she said bluntly. 

“Sit,” he ordered.

Body tense with irritation, she sat down and crossed her arms. “We should call a lawyer. The Golden Mail has a whole team of them, right?”

He sat across from her. “What’s with you? I know you get wild ideas sometimes, but you need to take a deep breath—”

“I don’t need to take orders from you,” she said sharply, cutting him off.

“Julia, what’s going on?” he asked, leaning towards her. “Are you sure everything is okay with your family?”

Damn him. Damn him for thinking of her family and being all concerned. It made it so much harder to be angry with him. Made it that much harder to figure out what to do.

When she had found proof that Wes
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