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  Prologue


She crouched as she forced her body deep inside the crowded closet. She wiped tears from her cheeks and shuddered as her fingertips grazed the clots of blood and flesh stuck to her skin. Gritting her teeth, she swallowed as bile rose in her throat. 
An ear-splitting scream rang out. Guttural gurgles answered, twisting into something like laughter. She heard panting and the wet slap of bare feet scurrying down the hallway toward her. Her eyes flicked upward to the doorknob. She grasped the knob and held it in place with all her strength. As it rattled in her hands, she heard frustration and terror.
“Please!” a female voice cried. “I know you’re in there! I heard you come this way. Let me in! Why is this happening?”
She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against the cool wooden door as she tightened her grip. She did not know why this was happening. She should not have been there…
“PLEASE!” the voice on the other side of the door screamed. “You can’t just stay in there and let this happen to me! Why won’t you… NO!”
Pleas turned to choking.
Bones broke.
A high-pitched giggle followed, then the unmistakable sounds of flesh tearing and being devoured.
The victim’s whimpering turned into a raspy keening… then nothing.
The stench of blood thickened in the closet. The sounds of sloppy consumption filled her ears while slippery blood crept beneath the crack of the closet door.
Minutes passed after the smacking ceased.
She caught a glimpse of a hulking shadow beneath the door. 
She heard its purring as if content with the meal.
That was it. The others were gone.
She remained still, wondering how long she would have to wait, hoping her friend hadn’t made it aware that someone was still left. Her grip on the doorknob trembled, but held fast.
A flickering shadow beneath the door locked her in place. 
The door burst apart. 
She screamed as it snatched her into the hallway.
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  Chapter One


“Now that must have been a wild weekend.” 
The young woman started, blinking into focus the clear blue gaze of the young man sitting across from her. He had an angular face, wide at the forehead, with chiseled cheekbones tapering to a delicate, squared jawline. Clean-shaven with thick black hair and sculpted eyebrows, a single dimple studded his right cheek and enhanced a bright smile. His heather-blue button-down shirt was starched to perfection, as were his black slacks. The polished gleam of his black shoes made it more obvious that he wasn’t wearing socks. 
“I’m sorry?” she said at last, finding her voice.
He chuckled, his dimple returning. “You looked so distracted. Ah, never mind. It was a poor joke and not likely worth repeating,” he explained, running a manicured hand through the lushness of his hair, offering a glimpse of what looked like an awfully expensive watch.
Though well-dressed in a burgundy sheath that complemented the caramel undertones of her smooth, light brown skin, she still felt slightly underdressed in comparison.
“You’re here to interview?” the young man said enthusiastically.
“At twelve-thirty,” she said softly, pausing as he peeked at his watch and then whistled.
“Early bird, huh?” he asked. “You still have about an hour.”
“I do,” she confirmed with a nod. “And I am.”
“Who’s your pick, Blake or Matheson?” When she arched a dark brow and did not respond, he shrugged. “Come on. It’s not exactly a secret. Everyone knows who’s hiring in this building.”
“I’m not sure what you mean,” she answered.
“Edmund Blake runs one of the largest advertising firms in the city,” the young man said. “Well, outside the city, anyway. He’s headquartered about an hour away. But, this building houses the office of the hottest new firm downtown—run by Gabriel Matheson. Heard of him?” She responded with a blank expression. “Anyway, they’re merging.”
“And, you know this… how?”
“Like I said, it’s not exactly a secret.” He sat back in his chair, looking pleased with himself. “You should know it, too, if you’re planning to interview well.”
“I’ll interview well,” she said with confidence. 
The thick lashes of her hazel eyes swept past him to follow a young woman in a worn black suit, rushing to catch an elevator before it closed. When she didn’t make it, her gaze returned to the young man with a twinkle. He was watching her with interest.
“What is it you’re interviewing for?” he asked.
“Junior Executive Assistant.”
The blue eyes widened. “You’re young for that.”
“Hardly,” she smiled.
“You’re… what… twenty-two? Twenty-three?” he said. She shifted her gaze to her manicure, the smile not leaving her face. “The juniors aren’t exactly junior, if you get what I mean.”
“I’m sure I’ll manage,” she assured him.
“Could be cutthroat,” he warned. “I’m sure that not everyone’s coming along on that merger.”
“I’ll manage,” she repeated.
He dimpled again. “Manage by what—sitting here?”
“Don’t knock it,” she chided. “I enjoy moments like this.”
His brow furrowed, somehow making his chiseled features seem more attractive. “Moments like what?”
“People watching,” she responded. “Getting to know my surroundings, the comings and goings of others.”
She noted the arch of his dark brow as he glanced around the reception area, through the glass doors, and at the rush of people outside. He then looked back at her with a puzzled expression. She could not help chuckling.
“It’s an acquired taste,” she admitted.
“And this is what you plan to do for the next hour?” he queried.
“And what I’ve done for the hour before now,” she said.
“How is this helping you to prepare for your interview? Usually people have flash cards, speeches to rehearse, that sort of thing.”
“This is all I need for the interview,” she replied, patting the black leather satchel resting in her lap.
He smiled again, something that seemed easy for him, as he leaned forward in the sturdy, upholstered gray chair and steepled his fingertips beneath his nose.
“What have you learned?”
“From watching?” she asked, straightening a bit when he nodded. “I’ve seen dozens of people come through those doors, and nearly all of them do the same thing—either right before they enter or immediately after.”
“And what’s that?”
“They change everything—expression, posture, demeanor. They put on a second face to get ready for the day ahead.” She watched as he blinked. “What do you do when you have to talk with someone—particularly a person you don’t entirely care to be around?”
“I brace myself,” he answered after a moment. “I prepare for the situation before facing it.”
She nodded. “Yes, you adopt certain personality traits—become that snake oil salesman, if you will—just so that you can get through it. That’s what these people do. Watch.”
“Hmm?” he asked.
“Watch the door,” she said. “Watch those coming in. See for yourself.”
The young man turned around in his seat. A man carrying a black briefcase and wearing an expensive dark blue suit was getting out of a cab parked at the curb. He walked toward the building, straightening his tie, and stopped before opening one of the doors. He took a deep breath, pulled his shoulders back, affected a smile, and stepped inside.
The smile was still plastered across his lips as he moved through the lobby to approach the bank of elevators, nodding to different people along the way. He continued smiling until the elevator arrived. He stepped in, and the doors closed behind him.
“You’re sitting in the reception area of the building that houses the city’s fastest-growing advertising company… home of the busiest and brightest… and you’re grading the denizens on their posture and facial expressions?” the dark-haired man said when he turned back to look at the woman.
“Grading?” she giggled. “I’m not the administrator.”
“Proctor, then?”
She smirked. “You noticed,” she said. “You saw exactly what I mean. You don’t want to concede the point.”
“There was a point?” he asked, reddening. “You’re here, too, you know. Did you assume another demeanor before coming in?”
“Like I said,” she laughed, “nearly everyone does.” Though not a lock of her berry-kissed black hair had escaped from its side-swept chignon, she reached up to give it a gentle pat, the smirk still playing on her lips. “I’m hardly exceptional.”
“Somehow, I doubt that.” The dimple returned. “It’s definitely an interesting concept. But, why are you interested?”
“In?”
“In the comings and goings of those in the lobby,” he wanted to know. She smiled without answering, and he chuckled. “We should discuss it during lunch.”
He grabbed the black briefcase from its resting place beside the chair and got to his feet, the blue gaze examining her with interest.
“What?” she snorted.
“Lunch,” he said again.
“I’ve an interview in forty-five minutes,” she said, her almond-shaped hazel eyes wide. “I can’t go to lunch with you.”
“Correction: you’ve had your interview,” he grinned before extending a hand. “Gabriel Matheson. Looks like we’ll be working together.”
“Xiomara Grant,” came the response. “And, you’re not Edmund Blake.”
“So?” Gabriel challenged.
“To answer your earlier question, he’s my pick. He’s who I’m to interview with.”
“Formality,” Gabriel said with a wave of his hand. “Like I told you, Blake’s firm is being absorbed by mine. I have as much of a say in who gets hired. Probably more, really, and I’m currently interviewing for another assistant of my own—so this meeting was fortuitous.”
“We haven’t talked salary or benefits,” Xiomara reminded him.
“Another formality,” he said. “I’ll even add another ten percent to what Blake would likely have offered you, since I know how he thinks.”
Xiomara got to her feet and at last shook the proffered hand. “This is… highly unusual,” she said.
“I’m an unusual man,” he said, still smiling. “Something you’ll learn and appreciate in time.”
Xiomara arched a brow as Gabriel’s blue eyes took her in. In black leather pumps with three-inch heels, she was taller than Gabriel by several inches, something he seemed to make a note of in that sweeping look.
“If I may say so, Mr. Matheson—”
“Gabriel,” he corrected, amused.
“If I may say so, Gabriel,” Xiomara tried again, “this is the most unorthodox interview I’ve ever taken part in.”
“Good!” he said, pleased, as they began walking. “Once we get to my office, we’ll go over things a bit more while we have lunch. What do you like? I have a portfolio of menus showcasing some of the most wonderful local fare: sushi, Japanese-French fusion, Neo-Mexican…”
“Cuisine befitting the busiest and brightest?”
Gabriel stopped walking and turned to look at her. “Not interested?”
“In Japanese-French fusion?” Xiomara smirked.
“All right, then.” Gabriel held the door open that separated the main reception area from the offices on the ground floor. They moved along the carpeted hallway until they reached another set of double doors, above which winked the gold lettering showing that they had arrived at Matheson Media. As they entered, he smiled over at her. “Ladies Choice: What would you like for lunch?”
“Hummus,” she responded, “some lovely falafel… maybe a bite of kafta…”
They stopped again, this time at the door at the end of the hall. A gold-lettered plaque reading ‘Gabriel Q. Matheson’ glittered against the dark cherry wood. She considered his expression.
“Mediterranean food,” she offered. He blinked. “Does that have a spot in your portfolio?” Gabriel reddened. “There’s a family-owned place a few blocks from here.”
“Great!” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his iPhone. “What’s it called? I can have some delivered.” The silence that followed compelled him to look up from the bright display and into the amusement reflected in her hazel eyes. “What?”
“They’re a small place,” she told him. “They don’t deliver.”
“Well, how are we supposed to get lunch?” he asked, frowning.
“We could go there, sit at a table, and order,” Xiomara said in a gentle tone. “After about fifteen minutes, they’ll bring everything out.” Gabriel’s frown deepened.
“You’re making fun of me,” he accused.
“Maybe a bit,” she conceded, with a playful wrinkling of her nose as she smiled.
“Ah, Gabriel!”
The duo turned to see a broad smile stretched across the tanned face of the man approaching them. Despite the advantage of the three-inch heels she wore, Xiomara was still at least a few inches shorter than the newcomer, and Gabriel’s slight build made him look childlike in comparison.
“Good morning, Edmund,” Gabriel greeted, shaking the older man’s hand. Xiomara, fascinated, watched Gabriel’s delicate hand disappear inside the other man’s paw. “I’d like you to meet Xiomara Grant. Xiomara, this is Edmund Blake.”
“Grant?” Blake said, his brow furrowing as he took Xiomara’s hand and offered a firm shake. “Xiomara Grant? You and I have an interview in less than an hour, I believe.”
“I took care of it,” Gabriel said with a wave of his hand. “We were going to discuss specifics during lunch now that I’ve made her an offer.”
“Is that right?” Blake said, his cognac-brown eyes shifting from Xiomara to Gabriel and back. “And how did you come to meet young Gabriel here?”
“He was in the lobby, and we struck up a conversation,” she answered. “I didn’t know who he was at first, though. He said something about needing to hire an assistant of his own as well?”
“Did he now?” Blake said, his face an unreadable mask as the smile locked in place. “How fortuitous for him to have encountered you.”
“Same as he said, more or less.”
“Indeed.” Blake’s eyes shifted to take Gabriel in. “We should talk, Gabriel.”
“Mr. Blake,” Xiomara interjected, “if there’s a problem or if you think it’s best for us to proceed with our interview as scheduled…”
“No, that isn’t it,” Blake replied, looking at Xiomara once more. She could not help noticing that his expression, when directed at her, seemed almost warm. That did not seem to be the case when he focused on Gabriel. “I’ve looked over your background and the samples of your work for other employers, and I’m immensely pleased. I know that the interview would have been nothing more than a formality, and I would have hired you myself. You are an exceptionally talented young woman.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Gabriel asked. This time, Blake did not look at Gabriel. He instead kept his gaze locked on Xiomara.
“I’m glad to welcome you to the team, Miss Grant,” Blake said with an encouraging nod. “I want very much for you to enjoy a lovely lunch with young Gabriel here. Once you return, I’ll have someone bring you in to get you up to speed; and, of course, you’ll need to talk with Valerie in Human Resources to get all the annoying paperwork out of the way.”
“Of course, Mr. Blake,” Xiomara said. “Thank you very much.”
“It would appear that we both have Gabriel to thank,” he responded, his gaze landing upon the younger man again. “How fortuitous, indeed.”
Xiomara watched as Blake ambled down the hallway and went into an office on the right.
“You can put your bag down and I’ll get us an Uber,” Gabriel said from behind her. She turned to see that he was looking down at his phone as he opened the door to his office and stepped in. He then paused and looked back at Xiomara, who was still standing in the hallway. “Now what?”
“You have as much say in who gets hired?” she said. “Probably more?”
Gabriel shrugged. “He didn’t overturn the decision, did he? Besides, he’d already hired you even before you showed up.” The dimple resurfaced. “I guess you didn’t need to practice after all.” Xiomara arched a brow at him, and he held up his phone. “Uber?”






  
  Chapter Two


“Not bad at all for your first day, as unconventional as it was,” Gabriel remarked several hours later as he and Xiomara stepped into the summer evening. They faced each other outside the building. 
Her hair, initially styled for a brief interview, was long since freed from confinement and hung in loose waves below her shoulders.
“That it was,” Xiomara agreed.
“It’s a wonder we could get anything done, with Blake keeping you holed away in his office for most of the afternoon.”
Xiomara grinned. “Still upset about that, are you?”
“I’m not sure why he needed to speak with you alone,” Gabriel said, shrugging slender shoulders. “My afternoon was clear. I could have attended.”
“Considering that I’ll be working for him, I’d say he was justified,” she said. 
“What did he want to talk with you about?”
“As he said: paperwork, salary negotiations…”
“You and I talked about salary already,” Gabriel said.
“No, what you did was tack a percentage onto some imagined figure,” Xiomara corrected. “By the way, it would seem that your intention to hire another assistant might come as quite the surprise to the one you already have.”
Gabriel flushed. “I’ll need more assistants once this merger is done,” he said. “You’ll be helping me with my projects at some point.” Xiomara scoffed, then looked away with a slight shake of her head. “What else is bothering you?”
She took her time, choosing her words with care.
“Those people in the reception area,” she said. “I saw the same three when we left for lunch, when we came back, and I’d swear we just walked by one of them.” 
“What about them?” Xiomara raised both brows at him, and he looked at her with wide eyes. “What, Xiomara?”
“Did Mr. Blake have other interviews today?” she asked.
“Of course he did,” Gabriel said. “Surely you didn’t think you were the only one—not to work here. He even interviewed others before you.”
“And you weren’t going to say anything?”
“To whom?” he asked, puzzled.
“To them!” she exclaimed. “You left them there! Even after the decision was made to hire me, you never once had your assistant dismiss any of the people sticking around and hoping their interview would still take place—something I’m sure Mr. Blake trusted you to take care of.”
“Well, I couldn’t very well do that, could I?” Gabriel asked, dimple on display. “I might’ve ended up needing one of them if things backfired with you. You could’ve ended up being one of those Alex Jones fans, or something vile like that.”
Xiomara sighed and shook her head, her hazel gaze drifting to the city lights against a darkening sky.
“You don’t agree with my methods,” Gabriel surmised.
“Of course I don’t,” she responded without looking at him.
“You knew that there’d be others,” he said. “So, you knew that someone would get left out.”
“Not like that. I wouldn’t have thought about that. But, I guess it’s the way things are done now.”
“That almost sounds like a rebuke,” he remarked.
“Merely an observation,” she clarified.
“A pastime you won’t have as much time for, now that you’re on my team.”
“That sounded like a rebuke,” Xiomara said, tilting her head as her gaze returned to Gabriel.
They looked at one another—crystal blue meeting warm hazel—with nothing said for a moment. At last, Gabriel found himself unable to maintain the stare as a flush crept up from his neck and colored his cheeks.
“Come have a drink with me,” he offered at last.
“It’s getting late,” Xiomara challenged.
“It’s barely seven,” he protested.
“Exactly.”
“There’s a place up the street. We don’t even have to get an Uber.”
“I’d rather not. Thanks, though.”
“You’re that upset about those people in the lobby? Really?”
“That’s not the only reason.”
“It’s the one I’m concerned with,” Gabriel confessed.
“Now you show concern?” Xiomara countered with a smirk.
Gabriel laughed, though there was little mirth in it. “I don’t get you,” he admitted. “From the moment I spotted you in the waiting area until now, you’ve carried yourself as someone without a care in the world. You sat there… people watching… not rehearsing, not fretting over your hair and makeup, not fiddling with your bag or checking your watch every seven minutes.
“I told you who I am, and you didn’t so much as blink. Mind you, the fact that you did not already know who I am is baffling. I… I thrust you into a meeting this afternoon, making you take my assistant’s place at the last minute to help me with a presentation Ruby could barely understand…”
“Right under Mr. Blake’s nose,” Xiomara commented.
“Right under Blake’s nose!” Gabriel agreed with a smile. “Ruby stayed late for weeks to help with that project, and you stepped right in like it was nothing.”
“Poor Ruby,” she sighed. “And, I highly doubt that she didn’t understand the presentation if she worked on it for as long as you say. It was very well put together.”
“And you think that’s because of Ruby?” Gabriel asked. “All I know is that you’ve made quite the impression, and you’ve yet to break a sweat or seem out of sorts… until I ask you to have a simple drink with me.”
“I’m hardly sweating,” she commented.
“You see? There you go again. So many would give their right arm for a drink with Gabriel Quentin Matheson…”
“Like any of those sycophants you deserted in reception?”
“I’m trying to apologize!” Gabriel insisted.
“There’s no need,” Xiomara said, shrugging.
“Well, you could’ve fooled me.” He studied her. “It’s like dealing with my mother. Automatic guilt trip everywhere I turn.”
Xiomara laughed. “Your mother? Really?”
“You know what I mean,” Gabriel countered. “Or you would if you’d come out with me.”
“I respectfully decline—again. It’s been an eventful day, and if I’m to be ready for tomorrow, I need to get home.”
Gabriel nodded. “Can I get you an Uber?”
“I don’t live that far away,” Xiomara responded. “I can walk, thank you.”
“You live within walking distance?” he queried, with brows raised. “I’m not sure I could manage that even on my salary! How much is Blake paying you?”
She laughed again and then turned away, lifting a hand in farewell as she walked. “Have a good evening, Gabriel!” she called, the evening breeze rippling her hair over her shoulders.
“Sycophants,” she heard him snort behind her as she departed.






  
  Chapter Three


The living room was large, anchored by a sectional sofa with beige microfiber seating atop a chocolate leather base. 
Decorative pillows in alternating shades of terracotta, tan, and mocha accented the sofa, and an immense cocktail ottoman sat in front of it.
A large estate rug in complementary colors lay across the gleaming hardwood floor. Though there was no other furniture, several well-placed brass wall sconces bathed the room in soft, warm light.
Xiomara sat on the floor, far from the ottoman, legs crossed before her in the lotus position. Her long lashes rested against her cheeks, and her hands curved palm-down against her knees. Her breathing was steady and soft. She appeared to be asleep despite her straight back and unbowed head.
The knock did not startle her. Instead, she sighed and opened her eyes. She rose to her feet without using her hands, then approached and opened the door. A massive arrangement of flowers all but dwarfed the person holding it.
“Ex-oh-mera Grant?” piped a voice.
“As you like,” Xiomara drawled, accepting the extravagant bouquet.
“Have a good evening, ma’am,” the young lady said, turning away from the barn-style door and heading back to the antiquated elevator.
Xiomara considered the flowers, closing the door with a backward kick of her right heel. She moved through the spacious loft into the kitchen, placing the flowers and their heavy, gold-swirled crystal vase on the silver-flecked black quartz countertop. 
Spying a card nestled near the center of the arrangement, she grabbed and opened it, brows raised as she read the neat script.
Alas—left to my own devices without a sycophant in sight. 

825 W. Trace Terrace, if you feel thirsty.

Xiomara exited the kitchen, turned off the light, and tossed the card into the nearby silver trash can before walking to the panel near the front door. She twisted the knob, dimming the living room lights until they went out. Xiomara continued down the hallway, went into her bedroom, and closed the door.






  
  Chapter Four


Xiomara had already finished organizing several of her belongings in her spacious new office when Gabriel first passed the open door. He doubled back to linger in the doorway. Seeing him through a gap in her hair, she leaned forward to reach for a binder. She did nothing to betray her awareness of his presence. It was only after his polite knock on the door frame that she looked up. 
“Good morning, Gabriel,” she offered.
“Good morning to you,” he countered, still lingering. “Get an early start this morning? It’s not even eight o’clock.”
“I did,” Xiomara said as she opened the binder. “I wanted to be ready to assist Mr. Blake this morning with his itinerary, so I came in to get set up first.”
She closed the binder, placing it on her desk before giving Gabriel her full attention. As expected, his charcoal-gray slacks were creased razor-sharp, and a pink shirt complemented the flush in his cheeks. Gabriel’s bright eyes swept the room before landing on Xiomara again.
“Nice to see you getting settled in,” he remarked. “We also have an interior designer on staff if you wanted to order anything to, you know, spruce things up.”
“I think I’m sufficiently spruced, thank you,” Xiomara smirked. “But, I’ll keep it in mind.”
She watched as Gabriel’s eyes danced over the space. Aside from silver-framed representations of her credentials on the wall, the office was devoid of any personal touches, apart from a series of photographs. While there were no close-ups of people on display, a variety of picturesque landscapes from cities around the world brought life to the room, including panoramic shots of landmarks. 
“Bit of a travel bug, are you?” he remarked.
“Something like that,” Xiomara answered, turning to place the remaining binders on a shelf on the bookcase, aligning their spines flush with one another. “My passport’s seen some action.”
“Have any favorite places?” Gabriel asked.
“Hmm,” Xiomara considered with a tilt of her head, “Santorini, Barcelona, Prague…”
“You’ve been to all those places?”
“Twice to Barcelona.” She turned and pointed at one of the larger pictures showing the Cathedral of Santa Eulalia. Gabriel moved closer to look at it and the others.
“I don’t even recognize some of these places,” he admitted.
“I do a fair bit of hiking on my trips. I enjoy capturing what I find along the trails.”
Gabriel chuckled as he turned to her. “No wonder you seem to enjoy walking everywhere,” he commented. “Walking in the city must seem like nothing when compared to an unmarked trail.”
“You should try it,” Xiomara said.
“When’s your next vacation?” Gabriel challenged.
Xiomara laughed. “Thank you, by the way.”
“For?” he asked, though his face flushed again.
“The flowers,” she answered. “They’re exquisite.”
“I’m glad you like them… though they didn’t seem to accomplish what I hoped,” Gabriel said, walking back toward the door.
“You didn’t hope to provide a colorful and sweet-smelling welcome to a new employee?” Xiomara asked lightly.
“I hoped to enjoy your company,” Gabriel said.
A tall, curvaceous blonde with eyes resembling dull green glass joined him in the doorway. Wearing a somewhat expensive, expertly tailored suede wrap dress in an unflattering shade of brown, Mary Jane clogs covered her tiny feet.
“Good morning, Mr. Matheson,” she murmured, shifting from one thick ankle to the other. “I thought I heard your voice. I’m happy to put fresh coffee on, but I haven’t yet ordered your breakfast. I wasn’t expecting you yet. You’re early.”
She then glanced at Xiomara as if it were her fault. Xiomara, noting the glance, smiled and then turned back to her binders.
“That’s fine, Ruby,” Gabriel responded. “When you go across the street to the bakery, get a few dozen assorted for the main conference room… and maybe something specific for Ms. Grant?” 
“Ms. Grant has had her breakfast,” Xiomara said before turning to face Ruby. “Thank you, though.” Ruby reddened and shuffled away. Xiomara shook her head and flicked her gaze toward Gabriel again, chuckling. “I think you owe her some flowers, particularly after what you put her through yesterday. She can barely look at me now since you set me up to take credit for her work.”
“This isn’t the first time that you’ve incorrectly assumed that the work was hers,” Gabriel commented. “In any case, she’ll get over it. Ruby’s loyal.”
“Loyalty doesn’t translate to being a doormat,” Xiomara cautioned.
“Think I’m treating her like a sycophant, huh?” he said.
“Oh!” Xiomara said in pretend shock. “Someone has a new favorite word.”
“You never let me explain that, by the way,” Gabriel accused.
“As I said yesterday, there’s no need,” Xiomara answered.
“I could have explained it over drinks last night.”
“There was no need for that, either.”
“So, I guess that your busy day of coddling Blake won’t have any room for lunch with me, then?” he asked in a light tone.
Xiomara bristled as her eyes narrowed.
“Frankly, I don’t understand why you bother,” she said.
“With?”
“With any attempt at apology or amends,” Xiomara said. “You do well for a while, then make a remark that negates all of it. You must be awfully fond of the taste of toes, judging from the way you insist upon sticking your foot in your mouth.”
“This is ridiculous!” Gabriel said through clenched teeth.
“At last, we agree,” she returned before studying him again. “What exactly is your issue with Mr. Blake, anyway?”
“Who says I have an issue?”
“Nothing about you, from the moment we met yesterday, has given me any sign that you have a modicum of respect for the man whose company is about to merge with yours.”
“Respect?” Gabriel scoffed.
“Never mind,” Xiomara said with a shake of her head, sitting at her desk. “That response tells me all I need to know.”
“I didn’t even say anything!”
“You said plenty,” she countered. “And no need to send me any flowers once you figure it out.” She paused and looked at him again. “How did you get my address, anyway?” This time, even Gabriel’s ears turned red. “Mr. Matheson, for shame…”
“It’s not like I’m coming on to you or anything,” he said in a casual tone.
“Oh, I know,” Xiomara answered as she leafed through one of her manuals and then glanced at the computer screen.
He started at that. “What do you mean you know?” he accused.
Xiomara looked up at him, mirth twinkling in her eyes. Her gaze then shifted as she noticed Ruby ambling by, laden with pastry boxes, as she shuffled along.
“Your breakfast is here,” Xiomara said. Gabriel’s glance followed Ruby’s departing form and then returned to Xiomara. She beamed at him. “I’ll see you at the meeting later?”
Gabriel nodded without comment and left Xiomara’s office to, she assumed, head for his own.






  
  Chapter Five


Xiomara bolted upright in bed, stifling a scream. Covered in sweat, her hair damp and clinging, she looked at the illuminated clock on the bedside table. It was a few minutes past midnight, and she had been asleep for an hour. 
She climbed out of bed with a sigh, going into the adjoining bathroom. Looking into the mirror, she studied her reflection for a moment. There she stood: five-foot-ten in bare feet, clad in a soft—though somewhat damp—pink tank top and matching pajama bottoms scattered with gray dots.
Her dark hair, with its burgundy undertones, fell in a limp tangle past her shoulders. She was not pleased to see that her skin, usually warm with a natural glow, seemed drained of color, revealing gentle gray smudges beneath her almond-shaped hazel eyes.
Xiomara reached for the medicine cabinet to retrieve what she needed. She nibbled her bottom lip, lifting the cap of the red-topped bottle of witch hazel infused with a bit of rose water and aloe before squeezing a few drops onto one cotton crescent, then another. Satisfied, she replaced the cap and returned the bottle to the cabinet.
Leaning toward the mirror, Xiomara pressed a crescent into place beneath each eye, covering the smudges, before returning to the bedroom to select a fresh pair of pajamas.
An hour later, after showering and changing, she padded down the hallway toward the spare room, pulling on a red robe. She had washed her hair, separating it into two braids that hung over her shoulders. The cotton crescents lay discarded in the trash.
The rest of the apartment was immaculate.
Most of the contents of the spare room were in boxes stacked with care along the far wall. Among the unpacked items was a sturdy mahogany desk, on which sat an open laptop. A charcoal-gray, backless balance ball chair was tucked beneath it. A rectangular wooden box sat to the left of the laptop.
Xiomara lingered in the well-lit hallway before entering the room and approaching the desk. She drew out the balance ball chair and took a seat. After steadying herself, she reached toward the box and opened it to reveal a wire-bound 11x14 sketchpad. She lifted it from the box, revealing a kit containing dozens of oil-based pencils in myriad colors.
Flipping through the pad, her hazel eyes dancing over at least a dozen detailed drawings, Xiomara stopped, focusing on one while frowning in concentration.
It was a sketch of a man from the shoulders up. The rendering of his clothing was unfinished, and most of the drawing was still in outline form. The only thing clear—to the point of leaping from the page—was a pair of penetrating and direct hazel eyes set in the outline of a face framed by lifelike hair drawn in shades of gold with streaks of silver woven through it. Xiomara studied the drawing for a few minutes, her brow still furrowed, and shook her head as if to clear it.
“Who are you?” she whispered to the page. “Why do I keep seeing you? I don’t understand what this means.”
She narrowed her eyes at the drawing, trying to recall something from the dream that might help. The details had already faded, leaving her once again with the same unsettling fear the nightmare always carried.
Xiomara sighed, looking again into the hazel eyes before slapping the sketchpad closed and tossing it back into the wooden case. She then got up from the chair and exited the room without a backward glance.






  
  Chapter Six


“Thank you so much for helping me set up. I can’t believe how the morning has gotten away from me.” 
Xiomara moved through the conference room, her burgundy suede wrap dress whispering as she walked. She wore her hair pulled back into a low bun, and she flitted about in knee-high brown leather boots with hand-tooled accents around the ankles.
Ruby, her blonde hair falling in soft waves below her shoulders, mirrored her as she placed colorful portfolios on the table opposite where Xiomara was working. She wore a tailored navy-blue piqué knit dress that flattered her curves without being too ostentatious and moved about in low-heeled pumps.
“Doesn’t seem like you needed much help at all,” Ruby murmured in response. “As always, you have a firm grasp on everything.”
Xiomara paused and looked up. “Is that what you think?” she asked.
“I know how much Mr. Matheson counts on you—and Mr. Blake does, too,” Ruby said, shrugging.
“Ruby,” Xiomara began with care, “I know we didn’t start out in the best way.”
“That wasn’t because of you. That was Mr. Matheson’s doing.” The truth of the statement startled Xiomara, and she dropped the portfolios onto the table. “I know he tried to stir things up when he replaced me with you in that meeting your first day here, and in other meetings over the last few weeks.”
“And that was okay with you?”
“No, it wasn’t okay,” Ruby admitted. “But, these are his meetings and his presentations, despite the amount of work I put into them. Nothing here belongs to me—not yet—and so I have no say.”
Xiomara considered the other woman before nodding. She then leaned against the table and arched a brow.
“You’re an astute woman, Ruby,” she said, “and I will not insult your intelligence. I imagine you’ve already guessed that there’s more to your being here than me needing your help to set up for the meeting.”
“Like I said,” Ruby said in the calm tone Xiomara had grown used to, “you always have a firm grasp on everything. So, why am I here?”
“That’s my question to you, Ruby,” Xiomara countered. “Why are you here? Gabriel routinely underestimates your abilities, and you don’t have any semblance of the voice or presence you’ve earned. Fetching doughnuts, arranging lunches… I know that there’s more to you than that—much more—and yet you allow Gabriel to portray you as someone who barely understands the presentations you had as much of a hand in as he did.”
“Mr. Matheson is very talented,” Ruby said. “I’ve learned a lot from him.”
“Not because he planned it that way, but because you’re a sponge, Ruby. I’m sure you’ve learned a great deal just by watching. You also seem to go out of your way to be inconspicuous. Why? Why are you an assistant rather than an executive?”
“This from the woman who seems to have strolled in from the ether and changed the dynamics of the Matheson-Blake merger,” Ruby commented before, at long last, smiling. The simple shift in expression illuminated Ruby’s face, and Xiomara could not help smiling as well.
“Changed the dynamics?” Xiomara asked.
“Both men are fighting harder now, it seems. This merger has started to mean more to each of them, though for different reasons.”
“What does it mean for you, Ruby?”
Ruby paused for a moment, reaching down to straighten a folder.
“I want to head a team of my own,” she murmured, not looking up as the smile faded. “I want to pick my projects and create my legacy. There’s still more for me to learn, there always is, but you’re right. I’m not about pastries and menus. I’m hoping that there’ll be some benefit in this merger for me—a means to advance—something I haven’t yet achieved as an employee of Matheson Media.”
“If you know you can’t advance here,” Xiomara began, “why do you stay?”
“Because this is the fastest-growing firm in this region,” Ruby said, looking up again with determination infusing light into her dull green eyes. “Mr. Matheson can’t control everything on his own as we grow. Soon, he’s going to have to delegate, and I want in. I have a right to be included. Isn’t that why you’re here, to get a place on the ground floor of what Matheson Media will become?”
Xiomara chuckled and retrieved the fallen portfolios. “Remember, I didn’t interview to become a part of Matheson Media,” she said. “I was hired to serve the interests of Mr. Blake.”
Ruby studied her. “But, EJB Advertising is being absorbed,” she pointed out. “What will you do once Blake has moved on?”
Xiomara laughed again as she cradled the extra portfolios. “Maybe I’ll work for you,” she commented.
Ruby shook her blonde head. “Not if Mr. Matheson has any say.”
“Then let’s pretend that he doesn’t,” Xiomara answered, still smiling. “I’m glad that we got to talk, though. I hope you see that I’m not your enemy, Ruby.”
“I see that,” Ruby said, nodding. “You don’t seem to have any goal other than helping Mr. Blake to succeed, even on his way out. Can’t say that I understand it, because you’re obviously highly skilled and you also have Mr. Matheson’s ear. Yet, you’re genuinely not clamoring for a spot. Doesn’t make you an enemy, it just makes you… puzzling.”
“It’s looking pretty good in here, ladies,” Gabriel said as he strolled in. He locked a blushing Ruby in his blue gaze. “Why don’t you go on ahead and pick up our usual order from the bakery so that everything can be ready for the meeting?”
“I was about to take care of that myself,” Xiomara interjected as Ruby opened her mouth to speak. Ruby’s expression went from slight embarrassment to complete awe. “Ruby was so kind to come help me finish the setup since I was behind this morning. The least I can do is go grab our order while Ruby checks over the PowerPoint presentation once more.”
“I would really rather that you…” Gabriel began.
“Nothing to it!” Xiomara said with enthusiasm, walking toward the door carrying the remaining reading materials. “I won’t be long.” She looked at Ruby with a bright smile. “Thanks so much again for bailing me out, Ruby. I won’t forget it.”
As Gabriel stared at Ruby, Xiomara winked at her counterpart before rushing from the room.
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