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      She had him pegged for a cop the second he stepped out of the beat-up pickup truck.

      He opened the back of the cab and pulled out a cardboard box, maybe a foot long and wide. His worn sneakers scuffed against the graveled parking lot, and even through the surveillance cameras that covered every square inch of her property, she could see the outline of his backup weapon strapped to his ankle.

      Mia stopped processing her inventory to watch him, more annoyed than curious. She’d spent the weekend at an estate sale and ended up with more boxes than she’d planned. That was usually how it went when you had an eye for things that would turn a profit.

      The guy was tall and thin as a rail, his hair long and shaggy, with a partial growth of beard on his face. She could see why they’d want him for undercover work—he had that naturally gaunt build that let him pass for a junkie. Fresh from the academy, maybe a year or two at most, with no concept of the toll working undercover would carve from his soul.

      Rookie, she thought with dark amusement. Give him six months and see if he’s still got that swagger.

      They all thought it was like television—sexy and dangerous, living on the edge between good and evil. Then reality hit. The lies to spouses and family. The double life. The things you did for the greater good that your conscience would never reconcile. She’d been there. Done that. Had the scars to prove it.

      His jeans and T-shirt looked like thrift store finds he hadn’t quite broken in yet. He was used to pressed uniforms and spit-shined boots. Probably came from money—that silver-spoon posture was hard to hide. And the dead giveaway was the way he kept tapping his elbow against his side, checking for the duty weapon that wasn’t there.

      He walked like a cop. Scanned the area like a cop—looking for backup positions, exit routes, potential threats. If his handler had sent him out this green, it was a wonder he wasn’t already dead.

      Mia wasn’t the most patient of people on her best days. And today wasn’t shaping up to be one of her best.

      It was barely noon, and she’d already dealt with enough humanity to last her through next week. The addict with shaking hands and family heirlooms he’d probably stolen from his own mother. The sobbing woman with a baby strapped to her chest and a wedding ring she was desperate to pawn. And then the Vaquero biker in full colors—1 percent patches and all—who’d threatened her over a music box she supposedly had.

      That last one still had her nerves humming with adrenaline.

      She’d opened Pawn to Queen two years ago with nothing but sweat, determination, and the lump sum from her pension. There’d been no grand plan for why she’d chosen Laurel Valley, Idaho, to stake her claim. She’d been familiar enough with the area—all those resort towns dotting the Idaho landscape like postcards come to life. But something about Laurel Valley had called to her. Something about the way the mountains cradled the valley, the way the town felt both welcoming and wary of outsiders. It had felt like a place she could disappear into. A place she could start over.

      The town itself was a picture—its architecture straight from the Alps, all peaked roofs and flower boxes bursting with color. Main Street wound through the heart of downtown, lined with chalet-style buildings painted in whites and soft pastels. When visitors crested the hill coming into town, they were greeted with a view that belonged on a calendar—the valley spread below like a jewel, Twin Peaks rising majestically in the distance, and the Welcome to Laurel Valley sign gleaming against the mountain backdrop.

      But Mia knew better than to think her pawnshop belonged anywhere near that pristine image. She dealt with the dregs of humanity on a regular basis—addicts, thieves, people at rock bottom with nothing left to sell but their last shred of dignity. So she’d built her shop on the outskirts, just past the main resort area where tourists didn’t venture unless they were lost.

      She lived above Heavenly Delights Bakery in a pretty little apartment with beveled windows and a spindled balcony railing. Every morning, the scent of cinnamon rolls and fresh bread wafted up through the vents. It was almost obscenely cheerful. The locals were friendly enough when she did her weekly shopping or grabbed a bite at The Lampstand—friendly but wary, the way small-town people treated outsiders who showed up with purple streaks in their hair, a sleeve of tattoos, and a gun on their hip.

      The O’Hara family had been here for generations, their ranch a testament to the area’s heritage. The men were still rugged from working the land—jeans worn at the knees, boots scuffed from use, muscles earned through hard work rather than gym memberships. They worked like hell to preserve something they could pass down to their children. It was a harsh life, but honest.

      The town ladies were something else entirely. Mia had taken to calling them that—the town ladies—women who fluttered from shop to shop like well-dressed birds, gossiping with the same enthusiasm other people reserved for religion. They’d start at Heavenly Delights for coffee and pastries, then make the rounds with their recyclable shopping bags—Raven Layne Boutique for upscale fashion, The Reading Nook for books and more gossip, the little honey and candle shop for artisanal goods they probably didn’t need. Every bit of news was met with equal fervor—engagements and runaway cows, new babies and drunk tourists. All of it was currency in the small-town economy of information.

      Mia was a puzzle to them. She didn’t offer up her life story over coffee. Didn’t join their clubs or casserole exchanges. She was friendly when spoken to but had a talent for deflecting personal questions—years of practice living undercover had taught her how to smile and redirect until people gave up trying to dig.

      They knew the basics because she’d had to fill out a background check to rent the apartment—Mia Marie Russo, thirty-four, no family, no criminal record. Standard checks didn’t show law enforcement history, so that’s all they got. It had disappointed her landlady, who’d clearly been hoping for something juicier to report back to her friends.

      Mia had built her shop with intention. Long rectangular log cabin with a metal roof, surrounded by gravel parking—no trees, no hills, no cover for anyone with bad intentions. With the amount of cash and inventory she kept on hand, she couldn’t afford to give people hiding places. Bars on the windows. Steel door in the back, bolted tight unless she was loading shipments. Front door always locked—customers had to be buzzed in. And she was always, always armed.

      Which had come in handy that morning when the biker had leaned across her counter and threatened her.

      Her first customer had been the addict—eyes too bright, hands too shaky, pawning what looked like his mother’s jewelry with the focused intensity of someone already thinking about his next fix. She’d lowballed him, hoping he’d refuse. He’d taken the cash and practically run out the door. She’d logged everything into the database and locked the pieces in her safe. Maybe someone would come looking to get them back. Maybe.

      The second customer had been harder to forget—a woman on the verge of collapse, baby in a sling, toddler clinging to her hand, sobbing about a worthless husband while trying to pawn her wedding ring. Mia had given her more than the set was worth. Everyone deserved a fresh start. God knew she’d needed one badly enough herself.

      The third customer had been the Vaquero—big, mean, covered in patches that advertised exactly how dangerous he was. He’d parked his Harley sideways at the bottom of her steps like he owned the place, then hit her buzzer with enough force to rattle the frame. She’d debated not letting him in. But it was her business, her rules, and she’d dealt with worse.

      He’d leaned on her counter, pressed his palms against the bulletproof glass she’d had installed for exactly these situations, and demanded a music box. Very specific—old, wooden, you could see all the workings inside when you wound it up. When she’d told him she didn’t have it, he’d gotten close. Too close. Told her to think harder. Said he and his brothers would be back real soon.

      She’d cocked the shotgun she kept under the counter and watched him recalculate his odds. He’d backed off—this time. But she knew it wasn’t over.

      The music box was currently in the bottom drawer of her office desk. She’d bought it yesterday from a woman named Tina Wolfe—twenty-six but looked forty, life having ridden her hard and put her away wet. She’d pulled up on a nice Harley, dressed in club colors, but there’d been fear in her eyes and exhaustion in every line of her body. She was running from something, and whatever cash she could scrape together was her ticket out.

      Mia had given her a hundred dollars for a piece worth three times that. It was a beautiful example of 1940s craftsmanship—wood inlay, crystal-clear mechanism that still played “You Are My Sunshine” without a single discordant note. Mia had decided to keep it for herself.

      Now she was wondering what about that box was worth threatening a woman with a shotgun over.

      And now, less than twenty minutes after the biker had left, here came the rookie cop with another music box and a story that would’ve been laughable if it wasn’t so obvious.

      He buzzed the door, all cocky confidence, that box tucked under his arm like evidence he was about to plant. She could ignore him. Slip out the back for an early lunch and let him stand there until he gave up.

      But he wouldn’t give up. She could see it in the set of his shoulders. He was on a mission.

      Fine. Let’s see how this plays out.

      She hit the buzzer and released the locks.

      He walked toward the counter with that particular strut rookies had before the job beat it out of them. She barely glanced up—quick assessment, eyebrow arch, then back to her inventory like he wasn’t worth her full attention.

      The box landed on her counter with a soft thump. He waited, drumming his fingers against the glass. Cleared his throat. She fought a smile.

      Patience isn’t your virtue, is it, junior?

      “What, am I invisible?” he finally said. Northern accent—not local. Not even close.

      He was easy to read. Hot temper. Thought he was God’s gift to law enforcement. Badge still shiny. He’d come from a big city to Idaho, where the departments were small and the pace slower. You didn’t make that kind of move for career advancement. You made it because you needed to start over or because a woman had brought you here. This one didn’t look like he’d cross state lines for anyone but himself.

      Mia kept her eyes on the gold pieces she was weighing, but raised one finger in acknowledgment.

      “Are you kidding me?” His voice rose. “I’m a paying customer.”

      She continued her count, marking purity and weight on her pad, entering numbers into her database with deliberate precision. Then she pulled out an envelope, labeled it in neat handwriting, and set it aside.

      “Listen,” he said. “I don’t like being ignored. If I don’t get some service pretty quick, things are going to get real uncomfortable for you.”

      “Settle down, junior.” She met his eyes—cold assessment, no fear. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

      “I don’t have a minute.” His hand moved toward his back pocket—going for credentials he thought would make her jump.

      She smiled, sweet as poisoned honey, and reached for the shotgun. Just enough to let him see it. “You might want to rethink that move.”

      His eyes went wide. His hand froze mid-reach. Then came the anger—hot and reckless, flashing across his face like lightning.

      Good, she thought. Anger makes you stupid.

      “Relax.” She set the shotgun back down, deliberately casual. “What can I help you with?”

      He took a breath, wrestled his temper under control, and pushed the box toward her. That cocky smile was back, but now she could see the cracks in it.

      “I just want to know how much I can get for this.”

      Mia lifted the lid. Another music box—wooden, antique, quality craftsmanship. Early twentieth century if she wasn’t mistaken. She lifted it carefully, turned it over to examine the maker’s mark.

      “Nice piece,” she said. “But you know I’ll need to verify it’s not stolen before I can buy it.”

      “It’s not stolen. Belonged to my grandmother. She just passed.”

      The lie came smooth—too smooth. He’d been practicing. Which meant he’d been planning this visit. Which meant someone had sent him to her shop specifically.

      Interesting.

      “Sorry for your loss,” she said, no sympathy in her voice.

      “Thanks.”

      She wound the key, watched the mechanism turn, listened to the delicate notes fill the space between them. It really was beautiful—the kind of thing that should be in a museum, not pawned by a rookie cop playing dress-up.

      “I can give you two hundred for it,” she said, naming a price that was deliberately insulting.

      His eyes narrowed. “Two hundred? That’s ridiculous. This is worth at least a thousand.”

      “Maybe at auction. But this is a pawnshop, not Sotheby’s. I’ve got overhead. I need profit margin. Two hundred.”

      She watched him calculate. Whatever game he was playing, he needed this sale to happen. Needed to establish himself on her surveillance cameras, create a relationship. Which meant he was setting her up for something.

      “Three hundred,” he countered.

      “Two fifty. Because I’m feeling generous.”

      “Fine.” The word came through gritted teeth.

      She slid a pawnshop form across the counter. “Need your ID and this filled out.”

      He pulled out his wallet—driver’s license with a Chicago address. Walker Barnes, twenty-four years old. She made a copy, watched him fill out the form with handwriting that was too neat, too practiced.

      “So, Walker Barnes,” she said, deliberately casual. “What brings you from Chicago to Laurel Valley?”

      “Fresh start.” He didn’t look up.

      “Isn’t that what we’re all looking for.”

      He finished the form, pushed it back. She reviewed it, stapled the ID copy, pushed an ink pad toward him. “Thumbprint.”

      He hesitated—just a fraction of a second, but enough to confirm everything she suspected. Then he pressed his thumb down, took his cash, and tried for casual.

      “Actually,” he said, leaning against her counter like they were old friends. “I heard you might’ve bought another music box recently. Similar to this one. Old, wooden, nice craftsmanship. Thought maybe I could buy it from you.”

      Mia kept her expression neutral. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “Around. Small town. Word travels.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice went cold. “And even if I did have another music box, I wouldn’t be discussing my inventory with you. That’s not how this works.”

      “Look, lady, I don’t think you understand⁠—”

      “No, you don’t understand.” She cut him off, voice dropping to that dangerous register cops learned to recognize. “You walk in here with a fabricated story about your dead grandmother. You sell me a music box that may or may not be stolen. Now you’re fishing for information about merchandise I may or may not have. That’s not legitimate business. That’s entrapment.”

      His face flushed red. “Listen⁠—”

      “I spotted you as a cop the second you got out of your truck,” she said flatly. “Go back to patrol. Undercover work is going to get you killed. You’re terrible at it.”

      He made a rude gesture.

      “No thanks. I don’t date rookies.” Her smile was all teeth. “And I especially don’t help cops who come into my shop trying to run game. Whatever you’re fishing for, you won’t find it here. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

      She turned back to her inventory, dismissing him.

      He tried one more time—hands up, innocent smile. “Maybe we got off on the wrong foot, but you got it all wrong. I’m not a cop, and I don’t know what you’re talking about as far as deals. Just thought we could help each other out.”

      “Where’s your handler?” She didn’t look up. “I figured the big dogs would’ve come to rescue you by now. You’re drowning and you don’t even know it.”

      His eyes went mean—narrow slits that showed her a glimpse of the man under the rookie mask. Maybe he was older than she’d thought. But she hadn’t been wrong about the temper.

      “You’re something else, you know that?” he said.

      “Save it.” She looked up, met his glare with her own. “You want advice? Go back to patrol before you get someone killed—probably yourself. I spotted you as a cop from my surveillance cameras. If I can see it, everyone can see it.”

      He gave her another rude gesture, added some choice words.

      “Still not interested,” she said dryly. “Though I appreciate the offer.”

      He grabbed her wrist and squeezed—anger calling the shots now instead of training. She’d been waiting for this. Counting on that temper.

      “You think you’re so tough?” he growled.

      Her voice stayed calm even as her heart kicked up. “You’re going to want to let go. Right now.”

      “I got news for you. You’re going to help us whether you want to or not. Otherwise you and this shack are going to belong to the government by the time we’re done.”

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said, voice dropping to a whisper. “You’re going to let go of my wrist. Or I’m going to make you wish you had.”

      She brought her free hand up fast—the back of her wrist connecting with his chin hard enough to snap his teeth together. His head jerked back. She grabbed his hair and slammed his face against the counter before he could process what had happened.

      Then she leaned close, spoke directly into his ear. “You and whatever you think you stand for can walk straight back to your commanding officer and tell him this: I don’t respond to threats. I don’t respond to intimidation. And I sure as hell don’t respond to rookie cops who think they can push me around in my own shop.”

      She saw the black Bronco screech into her parking lot—Sheriff O’Hara, right on time. Blaze O’Hara was the real deal. He’d back her play even if it meant going against another cop. She had connections of her own. She’d earned them the hard way.

      The buzzer rang insistently. She let go of Barnes’s hair, watched him stumble back looking dazed and angry. She hit the switch to release the door locks.

      The door opened. Boots on hardwood. And then the atmosphere changed—charged like lightning about to strike. Heat flooded through her, followed immediately by chills. Her pulse quickened. Her breath caught.

      It had always been this way with him.

      Zeke McBride looked better than she remembered, which was saying something. He’d always been devastating. Now he was harder, more dangerous, like life had filed off the softer edges and left only steel. His hair was still military short, but now there was silver threading through the dark—more at the temples, giving him a distinguished edge that would’ve been unfair on anyone else. The scruff on his jaw was new, full beard territory, also shot through with silver.

      His eyes were dark forest green with flecks of gold, framed by lashes that had no business on a man. Those eyes never missed anything. One eyebrow had a scar bisecting it—new since she’d seen him last. Three years ago. Three years, two months, and however many days since she’d walked away.

      He was several inches over six feet, built like someone who spent more time in the gym than sleeping. Black shirt stretched tight across his chest and biceps—both tattooed with ink she’d traced with her fingers more times than she could count. Jeans. Steel-toed boots. One hundred percent dangerous.

      If she wasn’t still so furious at him, she might have walked straight into his arms and pretended the last three years hadn’t carved a canyon between them.

      He’d always loved undercover work—lived for it. The ultimate battle of good versus evil, the adrenaline rush, playing in the gray spaces where right and wrong blurred together. He’d been addicted to it. To the danger, the lies, the high of bringing down bad guys while living among them.

      Memories hit her like physical blows—love and fear and chaos. Arguments that shook walls. His face when she’d woken up in the hospital after taking a bullet meant for him. The look in his eyes when she’d told him she was done—done with the job, done with watching him destroy himself, done with being collateral damage in his war.

      He hadn’t been willing to choose. So she’d chosen for both of them.

      “Well, great,” she said, her voice flat.

      “It’s good to see you too, Mia.”
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