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Prologue: Before the Noise
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Amber Finch used to think the world divided neatly into two: those who filled space and those who learned not to. The loud ones were easy to spot, all laughter and motion, stretching themselves across every hallway. The others slipped between moments, unnoticed unless they became inconvenient.

Amber fit the description of a quiet one. At home, it was just her and her mom most nights, each of them exhausted in different ways. Her mom from long shifts. Amber from trying not to take up space. Silence wasn't lonely for her. It was controlled. Reliable.

Some nights, her mom fell asleep on the couch before dinner, shoes still on, the TV shining on her face. Amber discovered early on how to move quietly in those moments, how to clean up without being asked, how to make herself smaller so her mom could rest.

It wasn't something anyone taught her. It was something she became.

Like in eighth grade, it was the last week before summer, and the air outside shimmered with heat and end-of-year restlessness. The field behind the school was full of kids pretending they weren't saying goodbye, masked by water fights and shrieks of getting hit by cold water. A Bluetooth speaker blared a song that would likely be forgotten by next year.

The bleachers gleamed intensely, the top rows too hot to touch. Amber chose the highest bench, partly for the breeze, mostly because fewer people climbed this far up. 

She sat there with a notebook balanced on her knees, sketching the way light caught the clouds above the goalpost. It was easier to capture the world in lines than to exist within it.

“Still hiding from everyone, Finch?”

Josh Maddox's voice was both teasing and gentle.

He grinned up at her, sun-streaked hair and an ease she'd never understood. His T-shirt was soaked, his friends shouting for him to return to the game, but Josh lingered instead.

“I'm not hiding,” Amber said, clutching her pencil. “I'm observing.”

He smirked. “Sounds like hiding to me.”

Amber sighed dramatically, but he climbed up anyway, settling beside her with ease. She caught the smell of grass and soap and the faint metallic tang of summer sweat.

Josh was among the few kids who talked to her without an audience to impress. Sometimes he wandered over during lunch and asked about her drawings, no dares, no jokes, no weird pauses waiting for someone to laugh.

Once, he'd taken her notebook without asking—not to make fun of it, but to flip through every page as if it mattered. He'd pointed at one sketch and said, “You see things differently.”

Never had anyone said that as if it were a good thing.

Teachers adored him. Kids gravitated to him. Amber couldn't understand why someone like that bothered with someone like her. She didn't question it too much in case it disappeared.

“You gonna draw me next?” he asked, leaning a bit to bump her shoulder.

“I don't draw things that can't sit still.”

“Then I'll work on not moving.”

He did or tried to. A minute later, he laughed when she shoved him lightly with her elbow. It wasn't much, but it was the first time someone had made her laugh without feeling like it was a test.

For one strange, fluttering moment, she wondered what it would be like if someone like him really saw her, not as a favor, not as a project, but—her. She pushed the thought away. Daydreams rarely survived middle school.

Across the field, a shout sliced through the noise. “Hey Maddox! You babysitting again, or did you lose your team?”

Marcus Hale.

He had a reputation: fast on the field, faster with comebacks, always surrounded by boys who orbited him like he was something worth circling. His confidence looked solid from a distance. Up close, he deliberately held it together, as if stopping his performance for even a second might cause it to fall apart.

He was leaning against the chain-link fence, dark hair sticking to his forehead, a ball spinning lazily on one fingertip. A couple of boys flanked him, snickering.

Josh called back without missing a beat. “Some of us aren't total jerks, Hale!”

Marcus's grin tightened. “Guess that's why you hang out with the charity cases.”

Laughter followed. 

Amber froze. It was more than the words. She questioned why he was like this now; they used to play together as kids. Marcus was even nice to her once. 

A flash: muddy sneakers, bikes dropped in the grass, Cody shouting from across the yard while Marcus handed her half a melted popsicle like it was a secret.

That boy was like a ghost now.

She never figured out when he stopped being that version of himself.

Josh's voice dropped, calm but dangerous. “She's not a charity case.”

For a second, Amber thought about saying something herself. About standing up, about proving she wasn't something to defend.

The words never made it out.

They stayed exactly where they always did.

Amber had never seen someone react to her like that. The boys around Marcus quieted, not backing down but watching Josh with a new kind of attention.

Marcus smiled, but a flicker in his eyes suggested guilt, hesitation, or something similar. It passed too quickly to be sure. But Amber caught something in the way his body shifted, as if the need to look untouchable was more important than hurt feelings.

Josh turned back to Amber, voice soft. “Ignore him. He thinks loud means strong.”

Amber nodded, hazel eyes fixed on her notebook. The paper had blurred from her sweaty palms. She wanted to disappear. But Josh didn't let her. 

He stayed there until the field emptied and the sky turned orange, talking about summer plans and racing cars he'd never actually driven. She forgot how much words could sting.

When she finally put away her pencils, he offered to carry her backpack.

She let him.

Later that evening, as she was in bed replaying the day, a thought played in her mind that she couldn't ignore.

When Marcus spoke, it was as if the surrounding space shrank, as if she needed to shrink down to exist in it.

But when Josh stepped in, the opposite happened. For an instant, she didn't feel like someone to be overlooked.

That was the difference. And it marked the start of everything.

Years later, she would discover this was more than a memory.

It was a beginning. 
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Chapter One: The First Spark
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The bike hit the barrier hard enough to rattle the entire pit wall. The impact shot up his arms and into his chest, a jarring crack of force that stole his breath momentarily.

Briefly, everything went silent. Then the noise came rushing back, shouting, engines, someone swearing as they ran.

Marcus was walking toward the garage before the crew could reach him.

“I'm fine,” he snapped, even as someone grabbed his arm to steady him.

His knee screamed when he put weight on it. He ignored it.

“You call that fine?” one mechanic shot back. “That's the second run you've lost control on.”

Marcus yanked his arm free. “It's the engine. It's lagging on the corner.”

“Or you pushed it too far again.”

There it was. Not concern. Not surprise. But quiet, familiar expectation.

Like they'd all been waiting for it.

Marcus tucked a hand through his hair, already turning away. The bike tire still spinning behind him, heat rising off the scraped metal. He didn't glance back.

“Don't touch anything,” he threw over his shoulder. “I'll run it again.”

“Run it again?” the mechanic laughed, sharp and disbelieving. “You're lucky that didn't put you in the hospital.”

Marcus kept walking. “Yeah,” he muttered. “That's what everyone keeps saying.”

“Hold up,” another mechanic said, stepping ahead of him.

Marcus stopped. Sweat clung to his temples, breath still uneven from the hit.

“Look at me,” the guy said.

Marcus didn't.

“Marcus.”

He sighed, dragging his gaze upward. “What?”

The mechanic studied him, then pressed two fingers against Marcus's shoulder where the impact had taken most of the force. 

Pain flared sharp and immediate.

Marcus didn't react.

That was the problem.

“You're stiff,” the mechanic said. “That hit you harder than you're letting on.”

“I said I'm fine.”

“Yeah, and the last time you said that, you couldn't lift your arm the next day.”

Two crew exchanged looks. Not worried—used to it.

Marcus caught it. That quiet, shared understanding.

He was predictable. That annoyed him more than the crash.

“You done?” Marcus asked.

The mechanic stepped back, hands up. “You're the one who has to deal with your father, not me.”

That landed. Of course it did.

Marcus grabbed the nearest rag and wiped his hands harder than necessary, jaw tight.

“Then don't act like you understand this,” he said.

He could already picture the message before it came. Not are you okay? Never that. It would be numbers. Performance. Risk.

His phone buzzed before he even made it to the garage.

He could already hear his father's voice.

Marcus Hale had learned to outrun almost everything: fear, failure, even the headlines that followed his crashes. What he couldn't outrun was what came after. His father's voice. The board's quiet threats. And the way every mistake lingered longer than the impact itself.

Twenty-four. Already a headline problem. What the headlines didn't mention was the weight behind each crash. How every mistake lived in his father's voice for weeks afterward. How every mechanic on his team flinched when he tested a new engine. Being a prodigy was one thing. Being the liability the Hale empire tolerated was another.

Marcus was more than another racer with a trust fund; he was the one sponsors whispered about in equal parts awe and exasperation. 

But what stuck with him the most?

A girl with a clipboard. 

She lingered by the pit wall; her oversized glasses kept slipping down her nose, and her hand-me-down cardigan hung off her shoulders.

Amber Finch. His newest leash.

She didn't look in control. 

Amber was the type of person who'd apologize if you bumped into her.

That was the trick. She wasn't here by accident.

“You know I'm done riding, right? You can stop staring like I'm about to rob the place.”

Amber didn't even flinch. Her eyes stayed on her notepad. She wasn't just a clipboard with legs. Her job was to keep him alive until he satisfied his father. One major mistake from him, one missed report from her, and she'd lose the contract and the health insurance she depended on.

Amber learned early that quiet people weren't cushioned by the world; they had to build their own padding, one spreadsheet at a time. 

Working for Mr. Hale wasn't her dream, but it was the first job that came with insurance, consistent hours, and the possibility of something better. If she kept Marcus alive and scandal-free, she'd finally have stability instead of survival.

“You’re not authorized to be testing the new engine without clearance.”

Amber had been watching him since the impact. Not the crash itself—she'd learned early not to flinch at noise—but everything after.

The way he walked it off too fast. How he avoided eye contact with the crew. The way his left shoulder sat a little higher than his right.

Most people saw recklessness. Amber saw patterns. And Marcus Hale was consistent.

Push too far. Refuse help. Pretend it didn't matter.

She clicked her pen once; more habit than intention. If she had written everything down exactly, the report would be simple. If she wrote it honestly, it wouldn't be.

He let out a humorless laugh. “Clearance from who?”

“Your father,” she said, calm as if she were reading a grocery list.

She didn't hesitate. Didn't soften it. She dropped his father into the space between them and allowed the tension to linger.

Somehow, she created the impression that he was present in the space, offering his usual criticisms.

Marcus grabbed a bottle of water from the crate. 

The garage bay smelled of burning rubber and fresh asphalt, sunlight turning the metal beams into blinding white stripes. Heat shimmered off the track outside, distorting the distant bleachers. It would have been wonderful if it hadn't resembled a pressure cooker with his father's name stamped on the side.

This wasn't the shop he dreamed of building someday; this was the racing garage, his father's domain, built for speed and spectacle, not for a future.

Every inch had been built for someone else's version of success.

Not his.

“Does he send you here to nag me personally, or is this something you do for fun?”

Amber glanced up from her clipboard, expression unreadable behind the glare of her lenses. 

“I'm here to make sure you don't wind up in the hospital again, or on the front page.”

“Thrilling,” he muttered.

“Effective,” she countered.

He turned away before she could make another note about his “whereabouts,” as she called them. 

That word made him flinch. It made him think of being a toddler running loose in a mall. And yet, somehow she always knew where he'd be before he did.

The worst part? His father didn't want him racing anymore. Said the cost was too high. That the next crash might not be something the Hale family name couldn't bail him out of. And Amber, the frumpy, quiet assistant, made it clear she wasn't here to enjoy herself, was step one of his exit strategy.

He took a slow drink instead of saying what he wanted to. The problem wasn't her; it was everything she represented. His father's control. His freedom shrinking one rule at a time.

He walked deeper into the garage. She was shorter than him by at least a head, but somehow carried the authority of someone used to being ignored and refusing to be. As if middle school had taught her some hard lessons.

A weird pang hit him, a memory of her sitting alone at a cafeteria table, sketchbook open, hair in her face. 

Back then, Cody's orbit consumed him, preventing him from noticing much else. Or maybe he had noticed and didn't like how it made him feel. 

He set the thought aside, preventing it from becoming something uncomfortable.

Amber stilled, followed a step behind when he grabbed another water bottle. 

“Also, you were supposed to be at your physical therapy session an hour ago.”

“I rescheduled,” he said.

She checked her clipboard. “You didn't.”

“Well, I meant to.”

“That's not how scheduling works.”

He took a long drink; he knew whatever he said would get relayed back to his father within thirty seconds. She always did.

He squinted at her over the bottle. “Is this your typical charm, or should I consider myself lucky?”

Amber clicked her pen. “You make it easy.”

He almost smiled. Almost. Then she was typing again, putting something into her phone, probably another daily report to dear old dad. 

The irritation flared again. His eye twitched, remembering the days when they were younger, a kid with scraped knees and tangled hair, chasing him around a playground. Same determined eyes. He missed the version of her that didn't watch his every move.

He shook the thought away. That was years ago, and this version came with HR-approved authority.

“You always this fun?” he asked.

“Only for you,” she replied without looking up.

He was uncertain whether she was serious or subtly roasting him, and that uncertainty annoyed him more than her reports.

Before he could fire back, a voice broke through the garage noise.

“Everything okay over here?”

Marcus didn't need to turn to figure out who was there. 

Josh Maddox. 

Golden boy of the rival team. 

Every time he entered a space, people leaned closer. Cameras loved him. Sponsors worshipped him.

Josh walked in as though the room had been expecting him, shoulders loose, confidence polished, every step a commercial-ready strut. Even the mechanics straightened when he appeared. 

Amber wasn't immune. Her entire expression shifted the second she saw him, lighter, softer. She tried to hide it, but it was there—the shift.

“I'm fine,” she said, tucking a strand of honey-brown hair behind her ear.

Josh's grin widened, smooth and practiced. 

“Did Hale give you a hard time again?”

Amber let out a quiet chuckle. “Define again.”

Josh leaned an elbow on the bench.

“You know my shop's growing. Could always use someone who knows how to keep things running.”

Marcus stiffened. Josh didn't offer jobs. He collected people. Useful ones. Loyal ones. The kind that made him look even better standing next to them.

Her smile remained polite, but there was a quiet firmness behind it. “I appreciate it,” she said, “but I already have a job.”

Something pinched in Marcus's chest. Not jealousy. Something else, but he watched the way Josh's eyes tracked Amber as though she was an asset he hadn't secured yet. And the way Amber stood her ground without flinching.

“Okay, but if you change your mind,” Josh replied. “I would hate for you to go anywhere else.”

Ah, there it was. Not happiness. Not approval. Territory.

It wasn’t that Josh was glad Amber wasn't leaving him. He was happy she wasn't leaving his orbit.

That realization hit Marcus harder than he wanted to admit. 

He didn't turn around.

Their easy laughter was enough to make his grip tighten on the bottle until it buckled in his hand. He slammed it into the bin, grabbed his helmet, and stalked off. 

The metal rack rattled from the force, drawing a few startled glances. 

Marcus didn't care. Leaving was safer than saying something he couldn't take back, something honest.

Amber pretended not to notice, but a sensation in her chest tightened at the sound of the door slamming behind him.

Josh didn't miss a beat. He propped himself against the tool bench, casual as ever. “He's a handful.”

“You have no idea,” she uttered with a sigh.

“I might. He tried to fire you three times, didn't he?”

“Only meant it twice.”

Josh laughed, and Amber smiled for real this time. 

For a short while, it was nice having someone see her as more than a job title.

“You could do better, you know,” Josh said. “There are teams that would appreciate someone like you.”

She shrugged. “I'm not here for him.”

Josh studied her, as if he could see something she didn't want him to. “If you say so.”

When he walked away, the hum of the garage returned, louder somehow, emptier too. 

Amber's phone buzzed. She knew without checking who it was.

Mr. Hale: 

Status on Marcus's activities today?

Her thumbs hovered before she typed back:

He took the new bike out without clearance. I handled it.

Then, after a pause.

Considering what comes next. Her finger lingered above the send button. She didn't enjoy reporting on him. Not anymore. Something about Marcus's storms, the recklessness, the fire, made her hesitate in ways she didn't understand. 

She could lie. Only this one time. Say he followed protocol. Say nothing happened.

She hit “send” anyway. Responsibility over feelings. That was the rule.

She set her phone down, exhaling. This job wasn't about liking it. It was about surviving it.

Even if Marcus Hale made it feel like a full-contact sport.

Amber rubbed her temples, the familiar tug between duty and something gentler, something she didn't have room for in a job like this. 

Josh saw her. Marcus challenged her. But only one of them had the power to shake her entire day with a slammed door.

Later, as she packed up for the day, the roar of engines still echoed through the concrete halls. 

Amber rested against the bench, eyes tracing the sleek lines of the new bike Marcus had tested. 

For all his arrogance, the man was good, too good. 

And under all that false confidence, something existed. She'd seen it once or twice: in how his hands shook after a race, or how he went quiet when someone mentioned his family.

She convinced herself it wasn't her business. That it was a professional concern. A job hazard. Nothing more.

Caring about Marcus Hale wasn't part of the job.

It wasn't something she could report, measure, or justify.

But as she ventured into the cooling dusk, she knew one thing with uncomfortable clarity.

It was already happening.

And she had no idea when it had shifted.
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Chapter Two: Under the Surface
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Amber walked toward Mr. Hale's office, slowing as she reached the door, her grip tightening on the documents she carried. It wasn't the man himself who caused her to hesitate. It was how everything around him operated.

On the track, mistakes were loud. Immediate. Over in seconds.

In here, they lingered. Documented. Remembered. Filed away for later.

She adjusted her posture, then reached for the keycard.

It was hard to believe that one man had built all of this: multiple tracks, held for race cars and motorbikes. Garages throughout the city. A side gig, no less, a hobby he started years ago, not even his principal business.

The day she first walked into his downtown office was a vivid memory. She had applied for a front desk position, expecting fluorescent lights and polite dismissal. Instead, HR brought her in to meet Mr. Hale personally.

Three questions. That was all it took.

Not about experience. Not about skills. Questions that cornered her into telling the truth without realizing it.

Amber heard her mom's reassuring words often, telling her to keep going, no matter what.

She pulled herself back to the present. None of that mattered now. She was here, and she had a task to complete. 

The blinds in his office were half-drawn, late evening light casting sharp lines across the floor. The window overlooked the main track Marcus practiced on. 

She dropped the updated schedule on the desk and turned to leave. A photo frame, turned face down near the monitor, caught her attention. She'd cleaned this office before. He left nothing personal out. Mr. Hale ran his life like a board meeting: every detail controlled, every distraction minimized.

She hesitated, peeked back at the closed door and then at the frame.

Curiosity got the better of her.

Three kids. Two boys and a girl, elementary school, maybe. The older boy stood between the other two, arms slung casually around them. Marcus was unmistakable: those eyes, that same cocky half-smile. The other boy looked like him, but lighter somehow. The girl positioned herself apart, smiling as if she already knew she didn't belong.

Amber's fingers tightened on the border of the frame.

It wasn't obvious at first glance. You had to look for it. The way the girl leaned in a fraction too late, as if she'd missed the moment before it settled. The way her smile didn't quite match the others.

Amber tilted the frame, studying it from a different angle, as if that might change something.

It didn't.

Some people developed the skill early of existing on the edge of things. Close enough to be included. Far enough to be forgotten.

She questioned whether anyone in that photo had noticed.

Or if they had all let it happen.

Marcus's grin beside his brother possessed a certain quality, as if he wanted to outshine him and follow him all at once. A kind of love that came with pressure built into it.

His grim reminded her of something she had long forgotten about. 

It was sixth grade; waiting in the school courtyard for her mom.

A noise.

She glanced over; Marcus's gaze was fixed on her. He looked around as if checking to see who else was there. He walked toward her, giving her a small smile, but then paused. 

A girl, the one from the picture, entered the courtyard and made her way toward Marcus. 

She whispered in his ear, and they walked away. 

Marcus glanced back; Amber thought she saw sadness in his eyes.

Back then, she thought he'd chosen someone else.

Now, staring at the photo of the three kids, she questioned whether he'd been choosing the option with less fallout. Kids learned early which choices earned approval and which came with consequences. Some kids bent. Some kids disappeared. And some, like Marcus, learned to swallow the pieces whole and pretend it never hurt.

Amber didn’t know what it meant. Only that it landed heavier than her expectations. She could sense the pressure that must have hung over Marcus, even as a child, and a shadow of the weight their father carried. It also made her miss her own mother even more.

Before she could study it further, the office door rattled. Amber jerked the frame down, flipping it face down as Mr. Hale stepped in. Phone in hand, suit immaculate despite the grease-stained world around him.

His eyes flicked to the frame, quick and assessing, but his expression remained unreadable.

“Amber,” he spoke, voice calm and measured. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“No, sir,” she said. “I dropped off the updated schedule.”

He nodded once. Not dismissive, just done. “Has he calmed down?”

“He stormed off,” she hesitated, and then added. “I tracked him; he didn't go far.”

“Good. Let him cool off,” Mr. Hale said, already moving toward his desk, his mind elsewhere. 

Then, as she departed, he added, “Thank you.”

Amber almost glanced behind her to see if someone else had walked into the room. The word didn't fit easily here. Gratitude wasn't something Mr. Hale handed out casually.

Which meant this wasn't casual.

Richard Hale's gratitude was significant. It was intentional.

Temporarily, Amber wasn't invisible. She wasn't replaceable. She was...valued. The recognition left her more off-balance than any reprimand could have.

“You're doing better with him than most,” he stated without looking.

Amber wasn't sure if that was praise or a caution. Handling Marcus wasn't the same as understanding him. And she had the uncomfortable notion that those two things were about to matter more than she desired.

She nodded, uncertain, and stepped out. As the door shut, she glanced through the sliver in the blinds. Richard had picked up the frame, but he didn't turn it over. He stared at the blank backing, as if it said something only he could read. A trace of guilt lingered there, subtle and fleeting.

Amber stepped out of the office with the image burned into her mind, not the picture itself, but the way Richard Hale had looked at its blank back. Like some ghosts didn't need faces to haunt a man.

The hallway was different when she stepped back into it.

Looser. Less controlled.

From somewhere deeper in the building, an engine roared to life, sharp and aggressive, the sound echoing through steel and concrete. It vibrated beneath her feet.

Out there, everything burned fast and loud.

In here, it stayed.

Amber adjusted her grip on the keycard and kept walking. Somewhere along the racetrack, Marcus was pretending he wasn't upset and that he didn't care, but she'd learned one thing about Hales—the quieter they were, the louder something hurt.

***
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Marcus didn't go far. He stood behind the storage bay, leaning against a stack of tires smelling of last season's burnout. Gloves tossed aside, hand moving through his hair, he tried to shake the frustration out of his shoulders.

Josh Maddox. Of all the people to show up and play hero, it had to be him. Media darling. Mr. Sportsmanship. The guy who could wreck a sponsor car at 210 and still come out looking like an ad.

He wasn't even angry with Josh. Not really. He was angry at how she smiled at him and how she focused her attention on him. The image that wouldn't leave his mind was how Amber looked at Josh.

He'd spent years perfecting the art of not caring. Not about expectations or headlines; not even about the Hale name. But something about Amber's stupid little smile, as though something in her had cracked through his armor in places he didn't appreciate.

He'd seen that look before. Not from her. From other people. The way they leaned toward Josh without realizing it, as if he generated gravity.

Marcus had never needed that. He took what he wanted. Earned it. Forced it if he had to.

So why did it bother him now?

A shadow fell across the pavement. Marcus tensed before he even heard the footsteps. In passing, he hoped it was anyone else: crew, press, even his father.

It wasn't. 

Amber rounded the corner with the same clipboard, neat and deliberate.

“Did you get lost on the way to the library?” he muttered.

She stopped a short distance away, unfazed. “Your father wants you in his office early tomorrow.”

“Great. I'll pencil in being lectured right after my lobotomy.”

She didn't blink. “He also wants you to sign off on the sponsorship revisions.”

Marcus snapped his gaze upward. “You're seriously tracking me down over forms right now?”

“Yes,” she lifted the clipboard.

He snorted. “You're unbelievable.”

She clutched the clipboard more firmly. She never raised her voice; that wasn't her style, but the stillness though her gaze carried its own sharpness. Marcus had always underestimated quiet people; and yet she was the one who kept proving him wrong. 

“And it's getting late.”

He spun back toward her. “Do you ever stop talking, or is that not an option?”

As she turned and walked away, he saw the hurt in her expression.

He didn't expect that, nor did he expect to be annoyed with himself for causing it. 

However, he didn't call her back.

A memory flashed: her voice, back in third grade, daring him to climb the jungle gym roof. She hadn't worn glasses then. She'd laughed without checking who was listening. 

He swore mumbling and scrubbed a hand over his face. She was here to be his assistant. Not a ghost from a life he'd buried so deep he'd forgotten where the dirt ended.

She wasn't supposed to get under his skin. Wasn't supposed to look at him as if she saw through the noise. And definitely wasn't supposed to make him remember things he'd buried years ago.

What happened to his previous assistants? He couldn't even remember their names.

Movement near the outer lot caught his attention. 

Josh, hands braced on either side of a blonde pinned against a trailer wall.

Marcus watched for a little while. The girl, Sierra? Selena? Something with an S—hooked her fingers in Josh's collar and pulled him down again.

Typical.

Golden boy, media sweetheart, women lined up to get a glimpse of him. Amber was unaware of what she was daydreaming about. She probably thought he read novels and meant it when he smiled.

Josh finally broke the kiss, said something low that made the blonde laugh again, then walked away without looking back. He didn't even wait to see if she finished fixing her zipper. 

Marcus looked away first. Not because it bothered him. Because it didn't.

At least, that's what he lied to himself about.

Josh treated attention like something he could get on demand. No wonder Amber lit up around him. She hadn't seen enough yet to question it. Josh only cared when someone was watching.

Marcus shook his head and kept walking. He assured himself it was none of his business. But when he passed Amber a minute later, talking to a team tech, clipboard pressed against her chest, he bit back the urge to tell her exactly what kind of guy Josh Maddox was.

He didn't say it.

He didn’t even slow down. 

She'd think it was jealousy. 

It could have been. He chose not to unpack that right now. 

However, a certain smug little flutter she experienced near Josh made the entire situation as though he were observing something she had not yet grasped.

Marcus's stomach twisted, a mix of frustration, confusion, and something heavier he couldn't name. 

He stood leaning against the doorway for a moment, watching Josh laugh, completely unaware of the tension he'd stirred. The sound grated on him, a reminder that some people could move through the world untouched by consequences.

Putting the image from his thoughts, Marcus straightened his posture and moved from the doorway.

Whatever Josh stirred up, it wasn't his problem.

Not today.
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​Chapter Three: Fault Lines


[image: ]


Marcus sat at the counter, drinking his coffee, which normally brought him joy. Today, nothing could. The meeting with his father loomed like a dark omen he couldn't outrun. His father's voice was already echoing. The same conversation they'd had a hundred times. It never changed.

Marcus pushed. 

His father pushed harder.

Neither of them moved.

It always ended with him storming out, jaw clenched, his father shouting, this isn't over down the hall.

He had no desire for another round of that today.

He finished breakfast without tasting it, grabbed his jacket, and left.

The hallway stretched out before him, the drone of the lights the only sound. Each step he took was heavy, deliberate, pulling him closer to a confrontation he both dreaded and expected. Another round.

As he got closer, he remembered a part of himself he disliked—the son who never measured up, a failure disguised as a future CEO. 

He wished his father saw him the way Cody did. The way Amber almost did. The heaviness in his chest didn't ease.

Standing at the door to his father's study, he hesitated. It didn't matter if he was ready for this or not; he could no longer put it off. 

He finally opened the door. His father lifted his gaze from the papers scattered across the desk, eyes sharp and expectant. 

“Marcus,” he said, tone calm but edged with something sharp. “We need to talk.”

Marcus stayed standing. His father noticed.

“Sit.”

It wasn't loud. It



























































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BECKY MATHISEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





