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      AMELIA

      The tiny hairs at the base of my neck lifted as the light breeze stirred the air with the promise of a new day. Yet there was something elusive, a sense it was going to storm, though not a single cloud marred the vast blue sky. I tipped my head toward the bright morning sun and shielded my eyes, shaking off the shiver working its way down my spine. The beautiful day was unseasonably warm for late autumn, and nothing was going to ruin it. 

      Turning my attention back to the Leica in my hands, I tapped its digital screen to enlarge the photo. Looking at the image, I could almost feel the spray of the rushing water as it cascaded over the cliff and poured into the river below. It was one of my favorite pictures from the trip so far, and I wanted to get a few more shots before the sun moved out of position. The climb down would’ve been easier with a second person, but Derek was probably halfway back to Seattle by now. For a moment I cursed my decision to let him go on without me. 

      It was a gorgeous scene but not easily navigated and definitely not for the faint of heart. Not wanting to drag another person plus tons of equipment down to the waterfall, I’d let my assistant head home to relax for the rest of the weekend. Just like me, he spent most of his time traveling for work; he deserved some time off. Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to go it alone, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. 

      Dropping to one knee on the sun-warmed boulder, I stowed my camera in my bag, then slung it across my body before beginning my descent. It took me almost twenty minutes to make my way to the base of the fall, angling downward at an easy pace so as not to lose my footing and plummet over the cliff. Although I was in good shape, thanks to all the physical demands my job as a photographer for a travel magazine required, I was still cautious and took my time. The last thing I needed was to fall; the closest person was probably five miles away. 

      Whoever dubbed midwestern states the “flyover states” had clearly never experienced them firsthand. People missed all kinds of good stuff; they flew right over and never knew what was below. Idaho tended to get lumped into this group, as most people thought only of potatoes when the state was mentioned.  Ironically, its official nickname was the Gem State after the several dozen precious gemstones found there.

      And speaking of gems—figuratively, of course—I’d been ecstatic to find this remote waterfall. Unknown and tucked away, I’d stumbled upon it by accident on the way home from my last project in Arizona. Unfortunately, it probably wouldn’t stay that way once my photos were published. 

      Keeping my back to the wall of the cliff, I shuffled along the narrow ledge and gradually made my way to the base of the fall. A fine spray misted over me, cooling my overheated skin as the tiny particles wafted through the air. I wiped the moisture away and a silly grin split my mouth. I adored nature, loved everything about it, and a moment like this made all the hard work worth it. 

      Directly behind the fall was a large, flat rock, and I turned to head toward it. Hopefully I could get a good shot from inside the small alcove. The rocks were slick, and I crawled carefully behind the curtain of cascading water. The temperature dropped significantly in the shade, and the sound of rushing water filled my ears. 

      Dropping to one knee, I pulled out my camera and adjusted the settings, taking a couple practice shots to check the lighting. Inside this hidden little space, I was safe and relatively dry. The shutter clicked quietly with each shot, and a thrill of happiness mixed with apprehension skittered through me. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled once more and I lowered my camera, looking around for the source of my discomfort.  

      My first thought was an animal had crept near while I’d been distracted. Tons of wildlife lived by the river. When I’d reached the bank of the falls, I’d gotten a few shots of birds and deer congregated along the muddy bank, but they’d fled as soon as they realized I was there. 

      Swiveling my head to each side, I saw nothing out of place. A sudden melodic jingle cut through the quiet, startling me. I flicked another quick glance around before pulling my phone from its waterproof case. A number I didn’t recognize flashed across the screen, and I debated answering for a moment before sliding my thumb over the screen. 

      “Amelia Hamilton.” 

      “Ms. Hamilton? This is…”

      I turned around and covered my ear to block the rushing sound from the waterfall a dozen feet behind me, drowning out the caller’s voice. “I’m sorry. Could you speak up a bit?” 

      “My name is Paul Jeffries, and I’m calling from Jeffries and Son Law Firm.” 

      I rolled my eyes. It was probably regarding some jerk trying to pass my work off as a copy to discredit me. “I apologize, Mr. Jeffries, but all of my work is licensed. I can direct you to my agent to clarify the mix-up.” 

      “Ah, no.” It sounded like he cleared his throat. “I’m calling in regards to your father.” 

      I almost laughed. Considering I hadn’t seen him in almost two years, he was the last person I expected to hear about. From what I’d heard Hamilton Construction was doing well, so I couldn’t imagine it had anything to do with his business—unless he was being sued. Dad had reached out to me several times over the past year, but I’d ignored him each time. He’d begged me during our last dinner to forgive and forget. But I wasn’t ready—I might never be ready. 

      I sighed. “What does he want now?” 

      “I…” He paused for a moment, and my irritation level ratcheted up. 

      “Did he ask you to reach out to me?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d like to speak with you regarding the reading of his will.” 

      “I’m sorry?” A cold shiver of apprehension snaked down my spine, turning my blood to ice, and the dread I’d felt earlier returned full force. Surely I hadn’t heard him correctly? “Can you repeat that?”

      There was no mistaking the sympathy in the man’s voice. “I’m sorry, miss. I thought you were aware. Your father passed away last week.” 
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        * * *

      

      I tipped the glass of wine up and drained the remainder of the sweet liquid, my eyes trained on the photo I’d taken behind the waterfall—the exact spot where I’d learned of my father’s death. It didn’t surprise me in the least that my stepmother Janine hadn’t reached out to me. We weren’t friendly on the best of days. I’d heard that my father had lived separately from the woman for the last year or so, but he hadn’t actually gotten around to filing for divorce. 

      It was a surprise, however, when my phone rang and Brent’s name lit up the screen. Janine’s only son, my stepbrother, Brent, was a good guy, smart and successful, and I never could figure out why he hadn’t married. Average height with more than passable looks, he had a heart of gold, and any girl would be lucky to catch him. On top of that, his job as an investment banker earned him a hefty salary. Not that I would ever condone marrying for money, but he had more than enough to live comfortably. 

      I slid a finger over the screen. “Hey, Brent. What’s up?” 

      “Hey, just calling to make sure you got in okay.” 

      “Yep.” I resituated myself, tucking my feet beneath me as I curled into the corner of the couch. “Got in yesterday morning. You hear the news?”

      “Yeah.” He paused for a moment. “Have you been drinking?” 

      I glanced at the nearly empty bottle and smiled, wondering if I was slurring my words already. “Is it that obvious?” 

      “I’ve never known you to drink, that’s all.” 

      “Don’t you think the occasion calls for it?” 

      He sighed on the other end of the line. “Touché. I’m sorry about your dad, by the way.” 

      “Yeah. Me, too.” 

      We remained quiet for a moment before Brent spoke up. “I know you two weren’t close, but how are you doing?” 

      I lifted a shoulder as I contemplated how to answer. To say things with my father were complicated would be an understatement—but that was nothing new. My mother passed away from cancer when I was barely three, so my father had been forced to act as both father and mother while trying to run a large construction company. We stumbled along together for a few years, but construction sites were no place for a little girl. Frazzled and frustrated, he finally realized how out of his depth he was at trying to do it all. His business was growing by leaps and bounds, and he couldn’t handle raising a little girl. 

      Oh, my father had loved me well enough—in his own way. Larger than life, Dad had been a man’s man. But he’d known nothing of a little girl’s likes and dislikes. As a child, I loved spending time with him at various construction sites, learning the ropes. I remembered sitting in his lap in one of the machines as he guided my hands, helping me operate the controls. The older I’d gotten, though, the more he’d distanced himself from me. He thought it was best for me to have a female influence, someone to bestow on me ladylike manners and comportment. My gaze dropped to my stained sweats, and the corner of my mouth lifted. I wasn’t sure his plan worked. 

      By the time I turned six, he’d hired a full-time nanny to look after me. A smile quirked my lips at the thought of the tiny but dynamic woman I spent so many years with. Five-foot-nothing, Fatima was sweet and grandmotherly with a backbone of steel. She’d raised four children of her own, and she ran a tight ship. I still spoke with Fatima from time to time and we exchanged Christmas and birthday cards.

      But, like every other relationship of mine, this one had diminished as well. We spoke less frequently now, though I knew I was mostly at fault. Because I traveled so often, many of my friendships had fallen by the wayside. I could blame it on work, but the real problem was that I didn’t put in the time. It wasn’t that hard to make a single phone call—I chose not to. If I were really honest with myself, I feared the rejection I might one day receive from another person I loved. First my ex-husband Jack, then my father. I couldn’t bear to lose another person close to me.

      “I’m fine.” 

      “Really.” The single word wasn’t so much a question as it was a demand to tell him the truth, and I rolled my eyes. 

      “You know how it was, Brent. We really hadn’t talked recently. I guess… I don’t know.” 

      “Do you want some company?” 

      By pure chance, both of us ended up in Seattle. Needing to distance myself from my hometown of Spokane, I’d settled here after taking a job with a magazine, and he worked in finance at a large firm downtown. He’d developed an algorithm a few years ago that had changed the way people invested, and the success it brought catapulted him to a partnership. Brent had always been good to me, and it was nice to know there was a familiar face around if I ever needed one. 

      I started to say no, then changed my mind mid-thought. “Where?” 

      He chuckled. “It doesn’t sound like you’re in any condition to drive, so I’ll come to your place. Should I bring another bottle of wine?” 

      “Are you drinking?” 

      “Might as well join you, lush.” I sensed the teasing smile in his voice and an answering grin lifted the corners of my lips. 

      “Then you’d better bring two.”
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      Forty minutes later, I felt immeasurably better and looked slightly more presentable after showering and changing into jeans and a sweater. I dragged a brush through my shoulder-length brown hair just as the buzzer sounded. Throwing one last look in the mirror, I hustled toward the front door and hit the button to let him in. 

      I held the door open and pasted on a smile as Brent rounded the corner. Striding toward me with a serious expression on his face, he immediately pulled me into a bear hug. Strong, warm arms wrapped around me and I melted into the familiar embrace. It’d been so long since I’d had someone to lean on, to talk to. Tears sprang to my eyes, and all pretense fell away as I buried my face in his shoulder. He continued to hold me for several minutes, rocking us gently from side to side, murmuring soothingly. Finally, I pulled away and wiped my eyes. 

      “Sorry, I just…” 

      “Hey.” He grasped my upper arms and dropped his chin to look me square in the eyes. “You’re allowed to be sad. Be mad, be whatever you need to be.”

      “Thanks.” I gave him a watery smile before stepping backward and tipping my head toward the apartment in invitation. “Come on in.” 

      I closed and locked the door, then trailed behind Brent as he headed into the kitchen. Setting a paper bag on the counter, he glanced around. His brows pulled together in confusion as he looked at me. “I thought you were drinking wine. Where’s the bottle opener?” 

      I shrugged sheepishly and leaned against the doorjamb. “Didn’t need one.” He lifted an eyebrow and I clarified, “I bought the cheap twist-off cap kind.” 

      He shuddered dramatically. “That’s revolting and completely sacrilegious. If you’re going to drink wine, do it right.” Brent opened the bag and pulled out two bottles of expensive red wine—if the elegant yet understated black-and-gold label was anything to go by. Didn’t make a difference to me. I couldn’t tell ten-dollar wine from thousand-dollar wine. Either would get me drunk, and at the moment that was all I cared about. 

      With a shake of his head, Brent rooted through the drawers before pulling out a corkscrew and holding it up for my inspection. “This is unacceptable. I’m getting you a real opener for Christmas.” 

      I rolled my eyes as I moved closer. “For the whole one time a year that I drink? It’ll just go to waste.” 

      “Then you’ll just have to find a reason.” He speared me with a sharp glance. “Like finding a guy, maybe?” 

      “Not likely.” 

      He leaned his elbows on the counter and studied me. “Look, sis…”

      “I know exactly what you’re going to say.” I dropped my gaze to the chipped Formica countertop between us and stared at my hands. I’d been doing a lot of thinking over the past few days. Dad’s death brought back a whole slew of memories—some of them good, some of them… not so much. “I think you’re right.”

      A stunned silence met my remark, and I lifted my gaze to Brent’s. He knew every awful detail of my past that haunted me, dogged my footsteps, and dragged me down. Finally, he nodded decisively. “You deserve it, you know. It’s been a long time.” 

      Eight years, four months, and three days. But who’s counting?

      I sighed. “I know. It’s not like I never go out. I just… haven’t found the right guy.” 

      My divorce from Jack had left me with a heap of insecurities that I hadn’t quite been able to overcome. Photography became my lifeline; it kept my hands busy and my mind off my failed marriage. Gradually I’d begun to interact again, and I’d dated several men over the past few years, but only one had progressed beyond a casual affair. 

      A couple years ago, I’d dated a guy named Rob, who was just as career driven as me. We met while working on a nature conservation project and clicked almost instantly. He was an editor with a local newspaper and after dating for only eight months, he’d popped the question. For some reason, I hadn’t been able to take that final step.

      On paper we made perfect sense. We’d made a handsome couple and enjoyed the same things. Rob was a nice guy, sweet and caring, but he hadn’t made my heart leap with joy. We’d set the standard early on that work always took precedence over everything else, but the truth was, I wanted to be loved—I wanted to be someone’s priority, their everything. I was afraid I might never find that kind of love again, the forever kind. 

      I swallowed hard, pushing down the emotion threatening to take over, emotion that I’d kept so tightly bottled up for the last eight years. I forced a smile, determined to stay positive. “Maybe the next time around will be better.” 

      “I can introduce you to one of my friends,” he offered. “Jared’s a good guy. Divorced, too, no kids. You guys would get along.” 

      “Thanks.” I shook my head. “I’ll pass. I wouldn’t want anything to happen and have it affect our relationship.” I motioned between the two of us.

      “Please.” He twisted the corkscrew into the first bottle of wine and pulled it out with a soft pop. “You’re my sister, nothing will change that.” 

      “I’m not really your sister, you know,” I reminded him with a smile. 

      “Close enough.” He grinned at me as he poured a healthy amount of wine. Pressing his fingertips to the base of the goblet, he slid it across the counter to me. “Come on, let’s go sit.” 

      My father had met Brent’s mother Janine during my senior year of high school. She was a divorcee, and to this day I still couldn’t figure out what Dad had seen in the woman. Undeniably beautiful but incredibly high maintenance, Janine was the polar opposite of my rugged, brash father. I’d never voiced my opinion, but I had the feeling Janine wasn’t remotely interested in love, only in finding a man who could keep her in the lifestyle to which she was accustomed. 

      Brent was almost as different from his mother as night to day. Though he’d grown up quite wealthy, he was quiet and laid back, undemanding. He’d been twenty when Janine married my father, and though they’d never been particularly close, Dad and Brent tolerated each other. 

      Brent had met my ex-husband once, but he’d immediately taken a dislike to the man, which was rather surprising. Jack was a man’s man—everyone loved him, everyone wanted to be like him. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t felt somewhat vindicated when Brent sided with me after the divorce, while my father had so obviously taken my ex-husband’s side. I’d been blinded by anger and hurt, but I now wondered if my father had seen more than I had. Even before Jack and I started dating, Dad had known there was something simmering between us. 

      Jack had been a fixture in my life for so long, I hadn’t thought much about him back then. He’d left Hamilton Construction when he turned eighteen and enlisted in the Army. But then he’d come home on leave one day, and I’d seen him in a whole new light. Rather than the boy I’d known, I saw a man. While he’d been muscular before, his time in the military had given him a mature, hardened edge and my sixteen-year-old self fell hard.

      He’d been my first boyfriend, my first love, first… everything. I’d been so head over heels in love with him I’d never even considered dating anyone else. I should’ve tried to understand his side—tried to forgive him. But now it was too late. 

      Pushing the thought from my mind, I settled on the couch and turned my attention to Brent. Bending one knee, I pulled it up between us to face him fully. 

      “What about you, by the way?” I chided. “No girl waiting on you?” 

      “Oh, God.” His handsome features twisted into a grimace. “Not you, too. Mother’s been all over me about settling down.” He rolled his eyes. “I keep telling her I’m too busy, but she won’t believe me.”

      “I wonder why.” A smile briefly curved my mouth before I remembered the real reason for his visit, and all traces of humor vanished. “How is she, by the way?”

      “She’s…” He lifted one shoulder and let out a sigh, fraught with censure. “You know how she is. She and your dad weren’t that close even before the separation.”

      Brent’s relationship with his mother was almost as complicated as my relationship with my father. Janine was needy and demanding, and more often than not, Brent was forced to rescue her from some “nervous breakdown.” Which was rather ironic, considering the woman exhibited the emotional substance of a rock. Janine played the part well, though. Inside she was as cold as a glacier, but on the outside she’d turn on the tears or blow a full-fledged tantrum to manipulate anyone to do her bidding. 

      I couldn’t stand the woman, and it was one of the things that had driven a wedge between Dad and me. Over the past two years, I’d relied on Brent to pass along information about my father. It had been secondhand through Janine, of course, so I’d had to sift through the dramatic details and the occasional thinly veiled insults, but at least I had some kind of tether to him.

      I’d been a coward to ignore him these past couple years; I could admit that now. Looking back, I regretted not making amends when I’d had the chance. Before I’d been made aware of his death, Dad had been cremated. I’d been denied any chance at closure, since he’d chosen to forego a funeral. 

      Brent sensed the shift in my mood. “Want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just… sad. And mad. Really mad. At Dad, but mostly at myself…” My words trailed off as tears clouded my vision. If only I could go back in time and fix things. I wanted to tell him how sorry I was for ignoring him, for putting him off. I’d been selfish and stupid, and my irrational anger cost me my only relative. I loved Brent like a brother, but he wasn’t truly my family. Without Dad, I was completely and totally alone.

      Brent’s warm fingers wrapped around my own. “It’s okay to be mad, you know. It wasn’t fair.” 

      My father had disapproved of my divorce, telling me that I overreacted and should have given Jack another chance. I’d been crushed that he sided with Jack, though not terribly surprised. Dad had always wanted a son, and he’d finally gotten one when I married Jack. And I couldn’t even fault Dad for loving Jack—I’d done the same thing for years. 

      It made me feel like a jerk, but I had to admit… Part of me was jealous of their relationship. He’d been the son my father never had, and I’d envied the attention Dad lavished on my ex-husband. Taking Jack’s side had felt like the ultimate betrayal. Why wasn’t I enough? 

      My sadness bled like quicksilver into anger. I was good enough, damn it. I’d channeled my energy into something more productive than anger—my photography. I’d done incredibly well for myself over the past several years, and I was now one of the most sought-after landscape photographers in North America. It was nice to be desired and needed professionally, but I couldn’t deny that something was missing from my life. I loved what I did, but… I wasn’t truly happy. 

      My love for Jack had dictated my happiness, and when he’d left, it nearly broke me. After my marriage fell apart, I vowed never to let another person have that kind of power over me. I’d thrown myself into my career, picking up job after job, and for a while the distraction had worked. But as the years passed and my friends had all settled down, I felt like the odd one out. Each of my almost-thirty years felt like a noose around my neck, dragging me down. I wondered what my life might be like now had we worked things out. Maybe if we’d tried a little harder…

      A thought suddenly struck me—did Jack know? I had no idea if he and Dad kept in touch over the years or not, but they’d been so close. He deserved to know. The thought of seeing him again, hearing that deep, rumbling voice, sent shivers of awareness down every nerve ending, and I repressed a shiver. 

      Drawing in a deep breath, I turned my attention back to Brent and the memories of my father. “I don’t really blame him for that anymore. I just wished we’d both tried harder, you know? I can’t believe Dad didn’t tell anyone he was sick. Why didn’t he say something?”

      He shrugged helplessly. “I can’t answer that, sis. I wish I knew.”

      “Me, too.”

      Brent nodded in commiseration. “Are you going to the reading of the will?” 

      “Yeah.”

      Silence descended for a few minutes as we sipped our wines and contemplated life. Brent’s father had been serving time for some white-collar crime since Brent was fifteen. I knew I’d heard the story at some point, but I could never remember the exact details. I’d been too young to care, and Brent never mentioned his father. It was as if the man didn’t exist. I briefly considered offering Brent the same advice, to make amends with his own father before it was too late, but judging from the dark look on his face, the thought had already crossed his mind. I wisely kept my mouth shut and took another sip of wine. 

      It really was delicious, and it couldn’t compare to the twelve-dollar bottle I’d bought on my way home after I’d hung up with the lawyer. “Thanks for coming by.”

      Brent shot me a soft smile. “I know you guys had your ups and downs, but he was a good man.”

      I dropped my gaze and stared into my wineglass for a moment before responding. My father had always been a fair man. His crew had all loved him, hailing him more as a friend than the owner of a multimillion-dollar empire. He was firm when he needed to be, but most of all, he was kind and just. He had an uncanny ability to forgive, and the thought struck a chord within me. 

      I was so tired of being mad. I’d spent the past eight years allowing anger and insecurity to slowly eat away at my happiness, and it was time to leave the past where it belonged. I didn’t want to hold a grudge any longer. I needed to forgive my father—and myself. I could remain angry and upset, but it would only continue to drain the life from me. Now that he was gone, there would never be a resolution between us. It made me want to scream, made me want to throw the wineglass across the room and watch it shatter against the fireplace. But it wouldn’t fix anything. Nothing would bring my father back. 

      I watched the flames dance in the fireplace, licking at the fake kindling. “He was.” 

      Brent stretched one arm over the back of the couch and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Do you want me to stay tonight?” 

      “No.” I shook my head. “Go home and get some sleep.” 

      “Are you sure?” 

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I rose and took his wine glass. “Besides, I don’t even have a second bed.” 

      He stood. “I can make do with the couch; it’s no big deal.” 

      I smiled. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good.” 

      “All right.” He studied me for a moment before pulling me into a hug. I soaked up the brotherly comfort, as his strong arms wrapped around me. I hadn’t felt this way since… I shook thoughts of my ex from my head. I could only deal with one thing at a time, and I didn’t have the mental fortitude to deal with that tonight. Brent stepped away and met my gaze. “Promise you’ll call me if you need anything?”

      “I promise.” I released him and walked to the front door. “Go home and get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 

      His strong hand clapped down on my shoulder and squeezed. “See you in the morning, sis.” 

      After a quick kiss on the cheek, he was gone. I closed and locked the door behind him and carried the wine glasses to the kitchen. Leaning one hip on the counter by the sink, I swirled the remaining liquid in my goblet before draining it. It felt almost defiant, and I smirked. Jack hated wine. He was more of a beer guy. Meat and potatoes, football on Sundays kind of guy. He was rugged and fierce, not at all refined. 

      My smile slipped away. Half-drunk, I was still angry. Mostly, I was just sad. I’d held onto my bitterness for too long. I lost two people the day Jack walked out the door, leaving me broken and alone. Maybe Dad had been right. It was a lifetime ago, and the more I regretted how I’d left things with my father, I knew that I should forgive Jack too. And I would—someday. Just not today. It was as if I couldn’t think of my father without dredging up memories of my ex-husband, and it was too much to bear. 

      I’d loved Jack with all my heart and, though I didn’t like to admit it, I still thought of him from time to time. Days had bled into weeks and weeks slowly turned into years. But now everything came rushing back with the force of a hurricane, bringing with it a tidal wave of emotion and dragging me down into a dark abyss. He had consumed me, encompassed every aspect of my life.

      At the thought of my failed marriage, tears clogged my throat and I swallowed them down. Part of me hated him for what he’d done. But in the recess of my soul, the portion I kept buried down deep and resisted examining for fear of what I’d see… that part of me still loved him just as much as I had all those years ago. 

      I’d known him for literally half my life, and he was—had been—almost as much a part of me as my own heart. I was still so mad at him. But damn it, I still cared about him. A lot. Not that it mattered. Done was done and there was no going back in time to change things. Once upon a time we’d had a plan, but he’d pushed me aside and broken my heart. 

      It had taken years to move on and, truth be told, I wasn’t entirely certain I had. A piece of my heart would always belong to him, whether I wanted it to or not, and I was afraid I might never get it back.

      I thought I’d shut him out so completely that I hadn’t allowed myself to think about him at all—but I was wrong. The longer I stood staring into my empty glass, the more I realized he’d been hovering just beneath the veil of my thoughts for the past eight long years. Subconsciously, I’d compared my ex-husband to the men I dated, and each had fallen short.

      I wondered where he was now and what he was doing, and the thoughts only brought heartache. He was probably remarried with kids, settled down and happy. Or maybe he was still in the Army, jetting all over the world on missions I didn’t know about—that no one knew about. I’d been so proud of him, but the idea of him putting himself in danger still made my heart jump into my throat.

      I couldn’t bear the thought of him being hurt—or worse. He’d loved every minute of it, and we’d fought over it more than once. Most of the time our fights ended in a steamy bout of sensual make-up sex, but back then we’d been young and hotheaded. I should’ve tried to understand—tried to forgive him. But it was too late. I couldn’t bring myself to interfere in his life now.

      Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, I was sure he was happy. Too bad I couldn’t say the same.
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      JACK

      Three tours overseas had prepared me for a hell of a lot. Extractions. Hostile situations. But it hadn’t prepared me for this. The ineptitude I felt right now was stifling. This wasn’t at all how it was supposed to be. Bruce was supposed to be by my side, at the helm of this massive fucking ship, which felt like it was set on a crash course. Instead, I sat here alone, struggling to absorb thirty years of knowledge in a matter of weeks. 

      I rubbed my temples to relieve the pressure of the headache pulsing behind my eyes as nausea churned in my belly. I hated paperwork on the best of days, and today was less than ideal. I was still reeling from the loss of my closest friend and confidante, the only real father figure I’d ever known. And I was left alone to take over the majority of Hamilton Construction and all of Bruce’s holdings—including this damn resort. 

      Situated high in the Salish Hills of northern Montana, it had been a stroke of genius—or sheer stupidity. We’d come up with the idea for Briarleigh Lodge and Resort several years ago when Bruce and I came up here to go hunting. He took one look at the gorgeous vista and immediately envisioned the ski resort that now graced the mountain. I eagerly jumped on board, caught up in the excitement of expanding our horizons. We spent the entire week researching everything we’d need as we brainstormed a brand-new venture. We’d picked up the tract of land for a great price and immediately started on the blueprints for the massive lodge. It’d seemed like a great idea at the time—but that was when Bruce was still here. 

      Outwardly, I schooled my expression to appear calm and collected. Inside, I was a fucking mess. I wasn’t ashamed to say that I’d shed a tear or two when Bruce slipped away. The nurse assured me his death had been peaceful, that he’d passed in his sleep, but it didn’t make me feel any better. I cursed myself for not being by his side. I’d been tethered to this Godforsaken desk, trying desperately to pick up the reins he’d so confidently handed over to me. 

      I’d been furious with Bruce for not looking into his symptoms sooner, for not taking them seriously. I was pissed at him for not telling me until it was too late. But mostly, I was mad that he left me. I knew I was an asshole for feeling that way, but I couldn’t help it. Besides Mia, he was the only real family I’d ever had. Now he was gone. And so was she. 

      I understood why Bruce hadn’t told his family he was sick. I didn’t have to like the reasoning behind it, but I understood it. He’d been separated from Janine this past year. And his daughter… Well, I wasn’t even going there. They’d had a falling out years ago, something I blamed myself for every day.

      They should’ve had time to make amends. After visiting the doctor about cold-like symptoms that had persisted for weeks, he’d been diagnosed with stage four pancreatic cancer just over two months ago. The destructive cells had already ravaged his body by the time they found it, and viable treatment wasn’t an option. I begged him to consider some type of therapy, but he’d declined. Just delaying the inevitable, he’d said. 

      Bruce had recently decided to move into a long-term care facility. He didn’t want to be a burden to anyone; he just wanted to be comfortable for whatever amount of time he had left. The oncologist had told him that he had six months to a year. I hadn’t been at all prepared when Bruce passed away only twelve days after moving into the facility. 

      Bruce Hamilton had been a lot of good things: a shrewd businessman, a good friend, and a great mentor. But he hadn’t been the best father to his only child Amelia, and I felt incredibly guilty that Bruce had left the majority of the business to me. I didn’t know what would happen to the remaining equity—the lawyers would officially release that information at the reading of the will tomorrow.

      I still hadn’t decided whether or not to go. As Bruce’s silent partner, I was invited, of course, but I preferred to stay in the shadows. Bruce was the front man—he was the leader, the motivator. I was just the investor—and now, the controlling owner. Never in a million years had I imagined this scenario when I gave Bruce money seven years ago. I’d been overseas at the time, and the recession had hit Hamilton Construction hard. Janine was bleeding him for money, and he’d almost lost the business. 

      The house in Spokane was paid off, having been a wedding present from Bruce, and I didn’t have much in the way of bills. I owed Bruce my life, and I happily handed over the money I’d been able to save up. The investment had paid off as I knew it would, and I made more money than I’d ever need in this lifetime.

      Thanks to some good investments advised by our newly hired CFO Carter Reed and—even better—old-fashioned hard work, Bruce had managed to turn the business around. I continued to wire him money, and Hamilton Construction had grown from a mid-grade company into one of Spokane’s top-level firms.  

      Bruce was so much more than a friend and partner; he was the father I’d never had. My mother was an addict, and I was stripped from her care and placed in the foster care system before my fourth birthday. I had no memory of her. Over the next decade, I was in and out of dozens of foster homes, used up and spit out by a system that didn’t work. Each family found a reason to get rid of me, and each time I was turned away I hated the world a little more. 

      When I turned fifteen, I dropped out of school and skipped out of foster home X, deciding I was better off taking my chances on the streets. My last foster mom, Joanne, had been nice enough, but Frank, her husband, had been a real piece of shit. In the six weeks I’d spent under their roof, I never once saw Frank go to work. He sat at home and watched TV, spending the check the government sent him each month on more cigarettes and booze.

      Joanne, however, worked two jobs, sometimes three, to put food in our bellies. While I felt bad for Joanne, she’d made her choice to stay with the asshole. Frank had gotten drunk one night and taken a swing at me. Already big for my size at fifteen, I laid the man out cold. Joanne had freaked out and called the cops, and I’d taken off with only the clothes on my back. 

      I stole anything I could, then pawned it at a local shop to buy necessities and the occasional pack of smokes. I was an asshole with a chip on my shoulder the size of a boulder, but in the six months I spent on my own, I somehow managed to keep my ass out of juvie.

      Late one night, driven by desperation, I’d snuck onto a construction site. My plan had been to break into the trailer there, score some easy money or small tools to sell and get out. I hadn’t planned on meeting Bruce Hamilton. I’d seen him too late and tried to run, but the man was too damn fast. 

      I got as far as the outer fence around the property when he’d tackled me to the ground, then stripped off the old backpack I’d boosted and reclaimed the tools. I fully expected him to turn me over to the police and wash his hands of me. Instead, he’d hauled me up by the bootstraps—literally and figuratively—and asked me what the hell I was doing. Instead of facing the inside of a jail cell, I found myself seated in a booth across from Bruce at a nearby twenty-four-hour diner. I’d wolfed down my meal and part of Bruce’s while the other man watched on silently. 

      As we left the diner, Bruce gave me two choices: Never show my face around the construction site again, or I could come back the next day for a job. With a nod to the older man, I wandered off to contemplate my decision. Not that I really had a choice. 

      Unsure of the man’s intentions, I returned the following day but stayed out of sight. I watched for a good long while as Bruce interacted with his crew, positive he already regretted offering to help me out. I waited until everyone else was gone before I stood up to find a new place to sleep that night. As if he’d known all along that I’d sat there in the shade of a huge old oak tree, Bruce turned and waved me over. Reluctantly I approached him, unwittingly starting down a path to a new life. 

      I went back the next day and the day after that. I started off doing the hard work—moving materials, heavy lifting. But the pay was good, and Bruce even let me sleep in the trailer. Under the older man’s guidance, I managed to turn my life around. For the first time, someone actually cared about me, and I was indebted to him. Eager to make more money and put a solid roof over my head, I picked up as many hours as I could. My free time was spent primarily with Bruce, learning everything I could about the trade. After the first few months, he decided that I’d proved myself. 

      More than once I’d jokingly asked the man to adopt me, but Bruce always smiled and told me that things had a way of working themselves out. I understood completely. Bruce had a twelve-year-old daughter at the time, and he was reluctant to bring a teenage boy under his roof. Instead, he found a family friend willing to offer me a place to stay under the condition that I finish my education. I got my GED and continued to work for Hamilton Construction until I’d enlisted in the military. 

      As a last wish, Bruce insisted I stay until Briarleigh was completed—which would thankfully only be another month or so. I hoped. Judging from all the shit that had gone wrong recently, I was beginning to doubt we’d finish this damn place before the deadline. My own cabin was only a few miles away, about another five miles up the mountain. It was close enough that I could be here within a matter of minutes, but far enough away that I wouldn’t have guests invading my privacy. I’d bought the small log home a little over four years ago and used it as a hunting lodge when I needed to get away from the world for a bit. 

      I’d finished up my final tour last year, then headed to California, to the place I now called home. Needing a change of environment, I’d purchased the small beach house while still overseas. I’d spent several months resting and recuperating from the stress of being in the Army, but the silence had begun to grate on my nerves, so I jumped at the chance to come visit when Bruce had called me up two months ago. It was then that I’d learned he was sick. With his rapidly declining health, he’d only managed to give me a crash course in running the business before he passed. 

      Unable to refuse, I’d done exactly as he asked and stepped into the huge shoes he’d left behind. Recently, though, it seemed that luck had been on our side—all of it bad. There’d been a string of accidents delaying the final projects. It was enough to overwhelm anyone, and I was struggling to keep my head above water. For the most part, I’d been just the investor—not really an involved partner responsible for any decision making. That had always been Bruce’s forte. Forced into my new role as CEO, I was determined to learn every aspect of the business so as to not make a complete ass of myself. There were few things worse than failure on my list. 

      I was terrified that I’d run the business into the ground, but I was too proud to show any weakness and too stubborn to ask for help. The one exception to that rule was Carter Reed. He’d been an invaluable asset, always willing to help any way he could. 

      Which was precisely why this current revelation bothered me so much. I’d recently noticed a few discrepancies in the ledgers, but I hadn’t had the mental fortitude to tackle them—yet. Something was off, I just couldn’t tell exactly what it was. And it was probably best not to handle it myself. I was far from a stupid man, but I knew my limitations. Math wasn’t my strongpoint—up those stakes to a multi-million-dollar business and the thought alone gave me hives. Yeah, best to turn this over to a pro. 

      Carter Reed had been with Hamilton for the past seven years, and I didn’t want to believe the man had stolen from the company. Unfortunately, it was beginning to look that way. Carter was a CPA and had worked at the home base in Spokane for several years as CFO before his recent transition to VP. The thrill-seeking man was better suited to the mountains, and he’d transferred seamlessly into the role of Briarleigh’s Vice President of Operations.

      Carter was my right-hand man, and he’d truly helped turn the company around. While it’d been limping along, Reed had advised Bruce to invest wisely and had helped Hamilton Construction rebound, taking it to a multi-million-dollar operation. I considered Reed one of my closest friends, so the idea he could betray me—and Bruce—sent a twisting sensation through my gut.

      I leaned back in my chair and stroked my chin. Bruce had done a background check on Reed before his initial hire seven years ago, and everything came back clean. However, desperate people did desperate things. It wasn’t in my nature to tiptoe around something—I was more of a straight shooter, coming right out and saying exactly what I felt. But that wouldn’t serve me well in this instance. If I accused Reed and he was innocent, he’d walk. If I accused him without evidence and he was guilty of embezzling, he’d disappear. 

      There was a chance Donahue could shed some light on Carter’s background. Sheriff of Lincoln County, Eric Donahue ran a tight ship in his little corner of the world. The man was a good cop, if a bit stiff, but he’d always been fair. After the initial “accidents” around Briarleigh, I’d begun to suspect something wasn’t quite right. Each incident appeared premeditated, and it was more than just broken materials or damaged shipments. I’d asked Donahue to keep his eyes open and ears to the ground, but so far nothing had turned up. I’d had my suspicions of who might be behind everything, but the discrepancies in the books shot that idea to hell. 

      I didn’t spend much time down in Pine Ridge, but it seemed the local townsfolk didn’t mind the resort being built. There were a couple disgruntled folks who were wary of the newcomers and blathered about tourists wrecking their small town, but most of the residents were glad of the income the resort would bring. The single bar in Pine Ridge was bound to see its share of wealthy skiers—and old Mr. Murdoch was smart enough to support whatever flow of customers he could bring in. 

      Although nothing had panned out with the townspeople, it didn’t mean there wasn’t some sly troublemaker sneaking in under the radar. Everything so far had happened at night: the vandalism to the building and the damage to a recent shipment. The accounting books were the last straw, though. This was someone smart—someone who held a grudge. Bruce Hamilton had made his fair share of enemies over the past thirty years, but I planned to avenge my mentor’s memory by ensuring his legacy stayed intact. First, I needed to flush out the culprit. 

      I glanced around the office, and my gaze caught on the familiar resort letterhead that lay on the desk. Unbidden, my fingers traced over Briarleigh’s hunter-green logo. Briarleigh. I’d insisted on the name, and Bruce had happily obliged. So many good memories had been made in that small home on Briarleigh Lane back in Spokane. Back when I was happy—when we were happy. 

      Not a day went by that I didn’t think of her in some small way. I’d wondered occasionally if Bruce had held out hope that we’d get back together. But it never happened. I’d been a coward when I let her go, and I didn’t blame her one bit for moving on. And I was so fucking proud of her. She’d gone on to make something of herself, and I couldn’t bring myself to intervene, to wreck her life again—no matter how much I still loved her. Once in a while I’d catch Bruce looking at me, a question in his eyes. But he never asked, and I never offered up my true feelings. I’d rather die than hurt her again. 

      Words from our fight filtered back to me, and guilt twisted my insides. She’d looked at me as if I’d slapped her, her eyes full of hurt and betrayal. We’d both said things in the heat of the moment, lashing out in anger to hurt the other—things I wished every day that I could take back. 

      I’d done what I thought was right at the time, but my stupidity had cost me the only thing that had ever mattered. She’d served me with papers and, humiliated and furious, I’d signed them. By the time the haze of anger had cleared, it’d been too late. Still, I’d held out hope that maybe we could work things out. We’d shared a love so intense, I knew I’d never find it with another person. I thought we could overcome anything. I was wrong. 

      I came back on leave several months later, praying that she’d listen to me and give me another chance. Before I even stepped foot inside the house, I knew she was gone. I could feel it. Mia had filled the home with laughter and love and light, and I’d extinguished all of it. God only knew why I still owned the little house on Briarleigh. She’d signed it over to me in the divorce, wanting nothing to do with it. Now it sat empty and locked up tight, same as my heart.

      I couldn’t bring myself to stay there all alone, with only memories of a broken love to keep me company. I’d packed my things and put them in storage before flying back out less than a week after I arrived. When everything was completed here, I’d head back to the house on the bay down in California, where the surf of the Pacific Ocean soothed my raw nerves. I’d never been fond of the beach, but Mia had loved the ocean. Being there made me think of her, like a part of her was still with me. 

      The house was closer to Sara, too, making it easier to keep an eye on her if she ever needed anything. Which she seemed to do more so now than ever before. I wasn’t stupid—I knew the silly calls to come fix things were just an excuse to get me to stop by. 

      At the thought of the other woman, I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. Fuck, I needed to get my shit together. The construction on Briarleigh—God willing—should finish up in a few weeks. Assuming, of course, that we didn’t have any more accidents. Between damaged or missing materials and a sick crew, I was nearly at my wits end. I was almost eager to get rid of the place. Then I could move on with my life—what was left of it. 

      My head jerked up at the sound of knuckles rapping the doorjamb. 

      “Hey, boss.” I barely controlled the urge to glance toward the office across the hall where Bruce used to work and turned my attention to David Clarke. The broad foreman stood in the doorway, hat in hand, and I lifted my chin at him. 

      “Hey, Dave. Whatcha need?” 

      The man looked uncomfortable. “We’ve got another dozen guys down.” 

      Shit. What more could go wrong? The headache that had begun to subside flared once again, and the incessant roiling in my stomach suggested that I would probably be the next victim claimed by the virus. A vicious stomach bug had been making its way through the crew over the past week or so, and it was beginning to look like we might need to shut down operations for a few days. Nearly three dozen men were already sick, and now with another dozen on top of that, it would make it impossible to get anything done. 

      We still had a shit ton of work to do with only a month to meet the deadline. The main part of the lodge was almost ready, but the guest rooms in the hotel were still bare-bones. Drywall needed to be hung and painting and wallpapering had to be completed before the crew installed the flooring. The furniture was scheduled to arrive in two weeks, but we wouldn’t have a damn place to put it all unless we could get moving on the renovations of the rooms. Several staff members had been hired already, but we still had dozens of interviews set up over the next two weeks, most of which would now have to be rescheduled. It was a revolving door of shit that never stopped. 

      I heaved a sigh and sank back in my chair as I studied the foreman. “Damn it, I was afraid this would happen.” Dave nodded forlornly, looking a little green himself, and I ran a hand through my hair. “Send the guys home, and tell them to take a few days off. We’ll pick up on Thursday, hit it hard.”

      “It shouldn’t hold us up too much.” 

      “No problem, man. Get everybody healthy, and I’ll see if I can get a company in here to have the place disinfected.” 

      “Thanks, boss.” The foreman wandered out and I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling worse by the minute. 

      Sighing, I pushed myself upright over my desk, then looked down at the mess. I could take the ledgers home with me and work on them. The papers shifted suddenly as my phone vibrated a reminder. Pushing the papers aside to unearth it, I glanced at the preview of Sara’s message and hesitated only briefly before I swept the notification to the side to ignore it.

      I could only deal with so much today, and I wasn’t sure I could add her to the list, too. I wasn’t sure what to do about her. Pushing the woman from my mind, I tried to refocus on the numbers swimming in front of me. With a shake of my head, I gathered the entire pile of papers along with the accounting ledger and stuffed them into my bag.

      My head spun as I stood up. Shit, this thing was hitting me out of nowhere—and fast. My entire body hurt, my skin tingling with the foreboding sensitivity indicative of the oncoming illness. Nausea caused my stomach to tighten and twist, and my heart raced in my chest. I tried to suck in a deep breath, but my head spun and I slumped back in the chair, covering my eyes to shield them from the bright fluorescent light. Every part of my body was hypersensitive, and I knew it was time to throw in the towel. I’d rather spend the next few days incapacitated at home than in my office. 

      I nearly bowled over Carter Reed in my haste to get out the door and to my car. The other man stumbled backward, his eyes wide as he took in the look on my face. 

      “You okay? You’re looking a little green around the gills.” 

      I shook my head and immediately regretted the action. It felt as if my brains were jiggling inside my skull like Jell-O, the intense pain searing the back of my eyes. “I’ve gotta go. We’ve got another dozen guys down, so I’m sending everyone home for the next few days. I think I’m next.” 

      Carter backed up, hands up in front of him. “Yeah, I don’t want any of that. You need me to keep an eye on things here?” 

      “If you don’t mind. Can you call around, see if you can get someone up here to disinfect the place?”

      “Sure thing.” 

      “Thanks. Call me if anything major happens.” My stomach rolled again, and I took off for the parking lot. “See you in a couple days.” 

      My body felt heavy with fatigue as I dragged myself into the Tahoe and started up the winding mountain road that led to my cabin. My head spun and I fought to keep my eyes on the road as it wound through the trees up the steep slope. I crested the last hill and I swore I’d never been more thankful to see the cabin come into view. 

      I barely had the presence of mind to pull into the garage, and I vaulted out of the vehicle as the garage door closed behind me. My stomach burned, and I could feel the sickness welling inside just as I made it to the small bathroom off the kitchen. My insides cramped and I purged the contents of my stomach repeatedly until I dropped to the tile floor, exhausted. 

      I curled up and prayed for death to overtake me, knowing it wouldn’t give me the relief I sought.
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      AMELIA

      I slid into the chair that Mr. Jeffries held out for me and I offered him a tight smile, despite the turmoil twisting my stomach into knots. My body ached with exhaustion, as if I hadn’t slept a wink last night. After Brent left, I’d slipped into bed, but thoughts of my past plagued me, and I’d tossed and turned for hours. Sometime around dawn I’d finally cried myself to sleep, the finality of losing my father hitting me with surprising force. 

      A commotion from outside the conference room drew my attention to my stepmother as she swept into the room. As always, Janine looked as if she’d walked right off the runway in her designer suit and impossibly high heels. Her makeup was impeccable and the woman looked as if she didn't have a care in the world, while I felt completely ravaged inside.

      My eyes felt gritty from my crying jag, and I knew my face looked puffy and blotched. It had taken me twice as long to do my makeup this morning. Yet as Janine dropped primly into a seat across the table from me, she looked fresh as a daisy, as if her husband of nearly a dozen years hadn’t just passed away unexpectedly. I fought the urge to reach across the table and slap the condescending smile off her face.

      Brent strolled in barely a minute later and shot me a concerned look. He settled next to his mother and smiled across the table at me. “Good morning, Amelia.”

      I nodded at him to keep up the pretense, a polite smile in place. “Hello, Brent. Janine.” 

      The older woman’s gaze reluctantly settled on me and her mouth tipped into a tight smile. Janine had never liked me, and she’d been less than supportive of my friendship with Brent. While Brent and I had remained in contact throughout the years, we never mentioned it to Janine. The woman’s cool gaze slid over me. “Hello, dear. You’re looking… well.”

      I bristled at the slight. I knew I looked like shit, but I was pissed that the bitch had the gall to call me out on it. I narrowed my eyes at Janine, but she’d already dismissed me and turned her attention elsewhere. I pressed my lips into a thin line and my gaze was drawn to Brent, whose eyes silently begged forgiveness for his mother’s heartless remark. I loved Brent, really, I did. I just wished he had more of a backbone. Unfortunately, he was Janine’s only child and would more than likely always dote on his mother, even if he didn’t necessarily agree with her. 

      Mr. Jeffries came into the room, closely followed by a younger gentleman, and he closed the door behind them. As I studied the second man, it became increasingly clear that the two were related. I assumed the younger man was the son of Jeffries and Son, the one I’d spoken with just a few days ago; I offered him a small smile. It couldn’t be easy to inform families of their loved one’s demise and have to intervene in family affairs. 

      “Good morning,” the older Mr. Jeffries greeted us. He settled at the head of the table and pulled several files from his briefcase as his son slid into the seat to his right. “I’m Franklin Jeffries, and this is my son Paul.” His gaze hovered over me for a long moment, a sympathetic smile on his kindly face. “Thank you all for coming.” 

      Paul glanced across the table at Janine, who inspected her nails as if nothing was amiss, before flashing a quick smile my way. 

      It was painful to sit under a stranger’s scrutiny, and the fact that they did this type of work for a living wasn’t a consolation in the slightest. I couldn’t pinpoint all of the emotions swirling inside me, desperately trying to break free. There was, of course, sadness at losing my father. He’d been my only living relative since I was a child, and despite our separation, his death still stung.

      I would never have the chance to apologize to him, to make amends, and for that I felt an almost overwhelming sense of guilt. Any future children I might have would never know their grandfather. It was almost incomprehensible that the larger-than-life man I’d known growing up had been brought down by an undetected illness. 

      After a brief overview of how the process worked, Franklin cleared his throat and began to read from my father’s will. A satisfied smile curved Janine’s throat as he immediately mentioned her name. “To my wife, Janine, I bequeath our home and a sum of one hundred thousand dollars.” 

      Her eyes widened with surprise and anger before narrowing at the lawyer. “And the company?”

      Franklin smiled kindly. “We’ll discuss that in just a moment, ma’am.” 

      Janine nodded abruptly and crossed her arms over her chest. Mr. Jeffries Sr. adjusted the glasses on the end of his nose and read off Brent’s share. My lungs constricted with a combination of fear and apprehension when I heard my name. It was irrational, but we’d been on such terrible terms when he’d passed.

      I wasn’t worried about what he would leave me—I didn’t truly want or need any of it. But it was surreal to believe that I was sitting here, listening to my father’s last wishes being read from a list rather than hearing them from his own mouth. I couldn’t reconcile the fact that I’d never see or hear from him again. This was it. My heart ached at the loss.

      Mr. Jeffries continued. “To my daughter Amelia, I leave my entire trust, including a 49 percent stake in Hamilton Construction.” 

      “What about the other 51 percent?” Janine demanded. 

      “Controlling interest belongs to his partner.”

      “Partner!” Janine’s outraged cry mimicked my thoughts completely. My mind raced with a thousand unanswered questions. I’d had no idea my father had taken on a partner—especially one that he’d give controlling interest in a company that he’d owned for decades. Why? 

      My heart dropped to my toes. He must have known about the cancer longer than any of us realized. Why else would he bring someone else in? It was surely an old friend or coworker, someone Dad had been close to. With a pang of regret, I realized I hadn’t really known anything about my father’s last few years. Guilt stole the air from my lungs. The only redeeming factor was that it sounded like he’d kept Janine completely out of the loop as well. 

      “Who?” My stepmother looked ready to spit nails, but Franklin Jeffries only offered a conciliatory smile. 

      “I’m afraid I cannot divulge that information, ma’am.” 

      “This is absurd!” Janine squawked as she pointed toward me. “She’s a photographer, for God’s sake! She doesn’t know anything about the construction business.” 

      I didn’t bother to remind Janine that I’d practically grown up on sites with my father. 

      The younger Mr. Jeffries’s eyes swept over Janine, clearly marking her with disdain. “Be that as it may, ma’am, those are Mr. Hamilton’s wishes.”

      Janine sucked in a breath and I sat, frozen, as Franklin continued to outline my father’s last wishes. “There is, however, a stipulation.”

      The fog slowly lifted from my mind as I turned to Paul. “I’m sorry. I… I don’t understand. What kind of stipulation?”

      Not that it mattered, really. It was my responsibility now. I didn’t have a choice. 

      The man nodded to his father, who turned his attention to me. “Ms. Hamilton, are you aware of all of your father’s holdings?” 

      I shook my head. “No, I… We didn’t have much contact over the past few years.” 

      The older man nodded. “In addition to Hamilton Construction, he also was the partial owner of a ski resort.”

      It appeared my father had been busy over the past few years. “I had no idea.” 

      “Yes.” Franklin smiled. “I’m sure you’re aware of the original business, but in recent years he branched out. The newest addition is Briarleigh Lodge and Resort.”

      I blinked, then blinked again. Shock rolled through me. “I’m sorry. Briarleigh?” 

      Briarleigh? Was this a joke? What in the hell would possess him to use that name? It had to be a coincidence. Or a parting joke from my father. Bastard. Guilt and sadness turned to anger.

      “Yes.” Beside me, Paul Jeffries bobbed his head in acknowledgment. “Briarleigh is reputed to be the next big resort in the Salish Hills in northern Montana.”

      Memories assaulted me, snippets of my past parading through my mind, rooting me to the soft leather chair. What the hell kind of game was Dad playing? I’d worked so hard to push the memories of those years on Briarleigh Lane from my mind, but now they came flooding back.

      For just a moment, I allowed myself to be transported back in time to the little house full of love and devotion and a man with eyes the color of the richest whiskey. Thoughts of that house, of him, flashed before my eyes, and a bittersweet smile lifted my mouth. God, once upon a time we’d been so happy. I wondered… Distracted by my own thoughts, I almost missed Franklin’s next words. 

      The older man smiled. “It is his last wish that you spend four consecutive weeks at Briarleigh Lodge and Resort. If you fail to do so, everything will revert to the trust and then be distributed between Mrs. Hamilton and Mr. McCann.”

      My gaze darted across the table to Janine, who glared back at me with no small amount of resentment. Feeling lost, unsure, completely out of my depth, I threw a beseeching glance at Brent. He looked just as stunned as me at the revelation, but his expression also spoke of sympathy. No doubt he knew exactly what his mother was thinking. I wasn’t naïve—she hoped I would fail. I’d be damned if I gave her that satisfaction.

      Still reeling with shock, I turned to Paul and forced the words out. “Is there a time frame?” 

      He shook his head before exchanging a look with the older Mr. Jeffries. “He didn’t specify, but I know he hoped it would be as soon as possible.” Paul turned back to me. “Again, the four weeks spent at the lodge must be consecutive—you may not leave and come back.” 

      “But what about my job?” 

      He lifted a shoulder and grimaced sympathetically. “I’m not sure, miss.”

      Why the hell would Dad do this to me? He was leaving me an outrageous amount of money, but surely he didn’t expect me to quit my job and put my entire life on hold for this? Anger flared before fizzling out almost immediately. 

      Who was I kidding? Work was my entire life. I had no one to go home to, nothing else keeping me in Seattle. I was a photographer—I could work anywhere in the world. A resigned sigh left my mouth. If it was what he wanted, then I should at least oblige him. 

      I bobbed my head, still feeling adrift. “Then I guess I’m going to Montana.” 

      Franklin Jeffries smiled softly and flicked a glance around the table. “I’ll have everything distributed shortly, as per the original conditions of the will.” 

      He pulled a thick manila envelope from the briefcase on the table and passed it to me. “Ms. Hamilton, we will address your portion of the will once we have verified that the proviso of Mr. Hamilton’s will has been fulfilled. Once you arrive at Briarleigh, speak with Carter Reed. He’s the manager there, and he’ll get you settled. I’ve included all the necessary information.”

      I bent my head to mask the tears filling my eyes and tucked the manila envelope into my purse. “Thank you.”

      As we rose to our feet and began to file out, Janine stopped in the doorway. Abruptly, she turned to me, her sharp nails digging into the soft flesh of my upper arm. “You don’t deserve this,” the older woman hissed.

      Affronted, I met her furious glare. It was the first time I’d seen her exhibit a real emotion, and it pissed me off. “You think you deserve everything just because you were married to him for a few years?” 

      “I was good to him.” Janine’s eyes narrowed on me. “You abandoned him, left me to pick up the pieces. When was the last time you even spoke with him? He should have cut you off.” 

      Brent quickly stepped in. “Mom, that’s enough.”

      “What about you?” I demanded, ignoring Brent completely. “Where have you been the last year and a half? Clearly he didn’t want you around, either, you conniving bitch!” 

      “How dare you!” 

      I flinched as Janine’s palm connected with my cheek, and the Jeffries men immediately intervened. “Ladies, there’s no need to cause a scene,” the older one said. “If either of you feels the need to contest the will, we can schedule an appointment to address any issues you may have.” 

      “You’re damned right I will,” Janine spat angrily. She whipped around and speared the younger lawyer with a withering glare. “You’ll be hearing from me soon.”

      Brent wrapped a hand around my elbow and pulled me aside. “You okay?” 

      “I’m fine.” I caressed my cheek, more angry and embarrassed than hurt. 

      “What are you going to do?” He studied me intently and I shrugged. 

      “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” 

      “Well,” he began slowly. “I could use a vacation. It’s been awhile since I’ve had a chance to go skiing.” 

      I bit my lip, considering his offer. If I were honest with myself, I didn’t want to do this, any of it. I didn’t want to go to Montana. I didn’t want to take over my father’s business, but he hadn’t given me much of a choice, and I certainly didn’t want to do any of it alone. I turned to him with a smile. “Some company might not be the worst thing in the world.”

      Damn my father for doing this to me. For a split second, I meant every word. But following that guilty train of thought came another. Damn me. Damn me for ignoring him, for wasting the remaining time I could’ve had with him. Damn me for hurting everyone I loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      AMELIA

      Picture perfect. My heart leaped with giddy excitement as I took in the view. Icicles dripped from the trees, sparkling like diamonds in the bright afternoon sun, and a heavy blanket of snow covered the ground, courtesy of a recent winter storm.

      It was the perfect backdrop for the giant wood and glass ski lodge that rose from the side of Mount Chineroot. Though still obviously under construction, the lodge itself was magnificent. Two stone chimneys speared upward, seeming to scrape the endless blue sky, and bright sunlight glinted off the large picture windows that lined the façade. I’ll bet this looks spectacular at night.
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