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      To say we despise each other is an understatement. John’s hatred of my family runs deep, and our past is a tangled web laced with deceit and betrayal. When I stumble upon a forgotten key hidden beneath decades of dust, it sets off a chain of events neither of us could have foreseen.

      

      As secrets unravel and enemies close in, survival isn’t just a matter of trust—it’s a race against time as the past catches up with us. And this time, we may not make it out alive…
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      JOSEPHINE

      The place was a disaster. For a moment, I could only stare, shock and anger bubbling in my veins. Clothes had been pulled from the racks and strewn around the room, shoes and accessories littered the floor, and shelves hung haphazardly where they’d been ripped from the walls.

      I stood just inside the doorway, frozen in place as my gaze skimmed the room. Everywhere I looked, it seemed to get worse by the second. Tears pricked my eyes, blurring the sight of the ravaged store my grandfather had passed down to me. Who the hell would do something like this? And why?

      It seemed like life lately had been delivering hit after hit, and I was about at the end of my rope. I managed to dig my cell phone from the depths of my purse, then dialed the Pine Ridge Sheriff's Department. A familiar voice answered on the second ring. “Sheriff’s Department, Riley speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hey, Riley.” My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat. “It's Joey from the Emporium.”

      “Hey, Jo. Everything okay?”

      A couple months ago, I’d helped Riley math a partial footprint from a scene to a pair of boots we’d traced to the store. He was a nice guy, and I knew he would be able to help. I drew in a shaky breath. “Someone broke into the Emporium.”

      I heard a low curse on the other end. “Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine.” As good as I could be, anyway.

      “I just dispatched a deputy. Is this the perp gone?”

      My eyes widened as I flicked my gaze toward the back of the store. It hadn't even occurred to me to check. “I… I think so? I don't hear anyone.”

      “I'm going to stay on the line with you until they get there,” he said. “Can you tell me what you see?”

      I snorted before I could stop myself. “It's a mess. The entire place looks like it's been tossed. They threw clothes everywhere, broke some of the display cases and shelves…” My voice cracked again, and tears stung my eyes.

      “It's okay, Jo,” he said quietly. “We'll figure it out. Are you sure you're okay?”

      I nodded even though he couldn't see me. “It must've happened sometime last night.”

      “We didn't get an alert,” he said, his tone tinged with concern. “How did they bypass the alarm?”

      “Um…” I bit my lip. “I don't have a security system anymore.” I couldn't afford it.

      There was a heavy silence on the other end, and I could practically feel Riley's disappointment rolling through the earpiece. “Do you have insurance?”

      His words were low, just barely loud enough for me to hear, and I swallowed hard. Thank God, that was the one bright spot in all of this. I still had insurance to fall back on. “Yeah. They should help cover some of the damage.”

      He absorbed that for a second. “Okay.”

      Through the large display window that overlooked Main Street, I watched a cruiser approach, red and blue lights pulsing. I pushed open the front door just as Sheriff Eric Donahue climbed from the front seat. “Donahue's here.”

      “Good,” came Riley’s reply. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thanks.” I disconnected the call then offered a little wave to Eric as he crossed the sidewalk.

      He lifted his chin in greeting. “Joey. What's going on?”

      “Take a look.”

      He scowled as he peered inside. “Damn.”

      “Yeah. Someone had a good time last night.”

      He slid a look my way. “You okay?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “Fine, physically.”

      He nodded a little, like he understood. “Let me take a look around.”

      I moved off to the side and waited as he checked the office and storage rooms. When he finally returned, a grim frown pulled at his lips. “Whoever it was came in through the back.”

      We received deliveries through the back door, but it was steel with no handle on the outside. “What the hell?”

      Eric shook his head. “Sorry. Looks like the catch was jammed, so it never closed the whole way.”

      How the hell had I not noticed that? Damn it, I'd been so preoccupied recently with everything going on that I must not have checked the back door last night before I left.

      “Can you check the safe and registers for me?” he asked gently.

      That jolted me into action. If they'd taken the money, I was screwed. I wouldn't have to worry about insurance or the security system because I wouldn't be able to afford to stay here.

      Carefully skirting the items littering the floor I crossed the room toward the counter. The register sat with its drawer open, a handful of coins inside. I shook my head. “I never leave cash in the register. Only coins. Looks like they didn't even bother with those.”

      He dipped his chin, then followed me toward the office. The safe was a small one, located behind a panel of wainscoting. I pressed the upper corner and the cleverly concealed latch released, revealing the safe.

      Behind me Eric grunted appreciatively. “Herb always was a wily one.”

      He was. My grandfather had been incredibly attentive when it came to security. I just wished he'd applied the same diligence to the accounting books. I held my breath as the panel swung open, revealing the safe inside. The door was still locked, and I shot a quick look at Eric before spinning the dial to enter the code. The mechanism released and the door popped open, revealing a satchel of documents inside, along with a stack of cash.

      “Thank God,” I said on a relieved breath. It wouldn't amount to much, but it would hopefully get me by until insurance could cut me a check for the damages. I relocked the safe then pushed to my feet.

      Eric gazed around, brows lifted slightly as he took in the disheveled office. “I know it's a dumb question, but does it seem like anything's missing?”

      Biting my lip, I glanced at the paraphernalia scattered across the desk and over the floor. “I don't think so? Once I get everything back in place I should be able to tell.”

      He nodded a little. “My best guess is that someone was looking for easy money. The register was empty, so they came looking for the safe.” He gestured over his shoulder. “When they didn't find it in here, they tore the store apart hoping to find it.”

      I nodded glumly. It made sense. Damn. My shoulders hunched inward as I looked around. This was going to take forever to clean up.

      “Do you want me to ask Jules to come down?”

      I sent a smile his way. “No, thanks. She's busy enough as it is.”

      “If you change your mind, let me know. I'm sure she'd be happy to help.”

      I knew she wouldn't hesitate to drop everything and come help, which was precisely why I didn't want to ask. “I'm good. But thank you. I've been slowly trying to get things organized. This just gave me more incentive, I guess.”

      He made a little face. “If you need help, you know where to find us.”

      “Thanks.” I followed him to the door and watched as he climbed into the police cruiser. I flipped the sign on the door to closed, then surveyed the room. It was going to be a long day.
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      JOHN

      Anxiety pumped through my veins, and I glanced around the large room, waiting for a familiar face to appear. Two months ago I’d promised she would never see me again; now I was breaking that promise. I wondered what her reaction would be when she saw me. Would she be relieved or scared? Happy or furious?

      “What can I do for you?”

      The bubbly greeting cut through my reverie, and my attention snapped to the woman behind the desk.

      Despite the regret and unease twisting my guts into knots, I managed a polite smile. “I’d like to book a room if you have anything available, please.”

      “Of course. Let me check.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she checked availability.

      I threw another look around, but I didn't see Giuliana. I'd spent nearly four years watching over the young woman, and she'd become like a sister to me. But she’d almost been killed under my watch, and I wanted to see for myself that she was okay.

      “We do have several rooms available. How long are you planning to stay?”

      That was an excellent question, assuming I wouldn’t be tossed out on my ass the second my name popped up in their computer system.

      I reserved a room for the upcoming week, then took the key she passed over with a smile. “Enjoy your stay.”

      “I'm sure I will.” I nodded to her, then headed in the direction of the elevators. I'd just turned a corner when a familiar face brought me up short. Familiar, but not the one I'd been hoping to see. “Prescott.”

      The man's dark eyes were cold and hard as he regarded me. “You should leave.”

      From the way he phrased it, it wasn't really a suggestion. I sighed. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I just wanted to check on Giuliana and⁠—”

      “She's getting married soon,” he replied in a flat tone. “She has all the help she needs right here.”

      I silently absorbed the information. I couldn't say I was surprised. Eric Donahue had come all the way to Chicago to find Giuliana after she’d been kidnapped. He was incredibly protective of her and seemed to truly care about her. “The sheriff?”

      Jack hesitated for a second, then finally gave a clipped nod.

      “Good for them. When?”

      He studied me with no small amount of suspicion. “Why?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “I might be around for a while.”

      “Not if Donahue has anything to say about it,” Jack retorted.

      I bit down on my tongue. “I know you don't trust me, and I don't blame you. But I was doing my job, nothing more. I care about Giuliana. You know that.”

      Anger and indecision warred in his expression before he finally relented with a small nod. “Come to my office.”

      I fell into step behind him as he led the way to the employee’s wing of the resort. Inside his office, he gestured for me to take a seat. I set my bag in the corner, then dropped into the chair across from him.

      Jack studied me for a long moment. “Why are you really here?”

      “I wasn't lying to you. I needed to see how she’s doing.” I crossed one foot over the opposite knee as I settled back in my chair. I needed to make amends. It was my fault she’d been hurt, and the guilt had haunted me for the past month. “She and I spoke in the hospital, but everything was still pretty… fresh.”

      He nodded. “It's been a long road. She just came back to work a couple weeks ago.”

      Sympathy gripped me. She’d endured so much in her young life. “Is she ready for that?”

      Jack lifted a shoulder, his expression guarded. “Probably better than sitting at home thinking about it constantly.”

      That was true. “Can I see her?”

      His face remained stonily still, and his chest rose and fell on a long, slow breath. Without another word, he reached across his desk and picked up his phone. He tapped a button and waited for the person on the other end to pick up. “Can you come to my office for a minute? I have someone here who would like to speak with you.”

      He hung up, then shot a pointed look my way. “If she wants you gone, you're out. No questions asked.”

      I nodded my assent. Jack stood and rounded the desk, leaning one hip against the edge. The way he placed himself between me and the doorway wasn’t lost on me, and I was glad Giuliana had so many people who obviously cared for her.

      A tense silence fell as we waited for Giuliana to arrive. It didn't take long. Her soft voice floated in my direction before I caught a glimpse of her. “Hey. You said we have a client who wants to⁠—”

      She sucked in a little breath and stumbled backwards at the sight of me. Though every instinct urged me to reach out to steady her, I forced myself not to move. I stayed seated, not moving a muscle as her wide gaze bounced from me to Jack, then back again.

      Jack laid one hand on her shoulder. “It's okay.”

      Fear flashed in her bright green eyes, making my heart constrict. I'd always tried my best to help her, but I also understood that she associated me with the horrible things that had happened in her past. She flicked a quick look at Jack before returning her gaze to me.

      “Hey,” I said softly.

      “Hi.” She shifted uncomfortably, still looking like she might flee at any second. “I… didn't expect to see you again.”

      “To be honest,” I replied, “I didn't either. But I wanted to check on you after…” I trailed off, not knowing exactly what to say.

      Giuliana swallowed hard then gave a little nod. “I'm okay.”

      “Good. I'm glad to hear that.”

      She was still much too thin, and dark circles ringed her eyes. I didn't want to comment on her waiflike appearance, so I quickly searched for something to say. My gaze strayed to her left hand and the diamond she now sported.  “Jack told me you're engaged.”

      Her head bobbed once, and her right hand automatically went to the ring, nervously twisting it around her finger. “Yeah. We're getting married next month.”

      “Congratulations. You deserve it—both of you do. Your fiancé is a good man.”

      She shot me a shy smile. “He is.”

      “Maybe I can take you both to dinner while I'm here,” I offered.

      She tipped her head my way. “I'll run it by him.”

      I had a feeling I knew exactly what he would say, and I bit back the bittersweet smile that pulled at my lips. “I know you’re both busy,” I said, offering her an out. “I'm just relieved to see that everything is going well for you.”

      “It is. Thanks for asking.”

      I felt lighter already, and the tension I’d been carrying around began to ease. “For the record, I really am happy for you. I’m glad everything worked out.”

      “Me, too.” She paused for a moment, as if weighing her words. “It’s been… interesting.”

      I understood that better than anyone. The last four years of my life had been steeped in upheaval, and I was ready for everything to finally calm down.

      She’d finally begun to relax a bit, for which I was grateful. I wanted Giuliana to know I only had her best interests in mind, and I offered a little smile. “I think I might hang around here for a few days. As long as it’s okay with you,” I added. “I don’t want to interfere.”

      She licked her lips before spearing me with a gaze. “Why are you really here? It can’t just be to see how I’m doing.”

      “I did come here to see you,” I replied. “But I guess I kind of just needed a break.”

      She nodded slowly like she knew there was more I couldn’t—or wasn’t willing—to say. “Pine Ridge isn’t nearly as exciting as Chicago.”

      That was perfectly fine with me. In fact, that was exactly what I needed. I threw a look her way. “Tell me what there is to do around this place.”
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      JOSEPHINE

      A relieved sigh escaped as I hung the last shirt on the rack. After the last two days I was exhausted both mentally and physically, but the store was immaculate. Everything was now organized and easy to find.

      I'd pulled a huge chunk of outdated inventory to mark down, and I planned to advertise a sale beginning tomorrow. Hopefully I'd be able to move a lot of it, and the influx of cash would float me for a bit. All of the broken shelves had been removed or reattached, and the cases had been cleaned. Only one had been broken, thank God, and I'd covered it with clear plastic until it could be fixed.

      I dusted my hands on the thighs of my jeans, then surveyed the room. It was bittersweet in a lot of ways. Herb had resisted change of any kind, and he'd thrown a fit each time I'd tried to rearrange the store.

      A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed it down. Part of me felt guilty for changing things, because I knew he'd be disappointed. But he was no longer around to make decisions, and the knowledge sliced through my heart like a blade. I hadn’t even known my grandfather that long, but he’d left an impression I couldn’t shake.

      I shoved down the pain and steeled my spine. Now that the store was organized,  all that was left to do was mop the floors. I'd swept up the broken materials first thing yesterday morning but had decided to do a deep clean from top to bottom. The store practically gleamed as sunlight streamed through the sparkling windows. Although I couldn't spend a lot of money renovating, I wanted it to be as perfect as possible for tomorrow's reopening.

      I grabbed the mop and bucket from the supply closet, then prepped the soapy water. I started in the corner of the store farthest from the office and began to clean the floor in long, slow sweeps. Along the back wall, a selection of low-hanging overalls scraped the ground, and I pushed them out of the way. I picked up the mop just as a thin shaft of light cut across the floor, and something in the air vent caught my attention.

      Placing the mop back in the bucket, I dropped to my knees to get a better look. It appeared as though something was stuck to the metal shaft, and my brow creased. A tag of some sort, maybe? I stretched my fingers through the slats in an attempt to reach it, but it was too far away. Two screws held the cover in place, so I went in search of a screwdriver to remove it.

      Less than five minutes later I pulled the cover free and extracted the item. It wasn't a tag. Small and rectangular, something had been wrapped in paper and duct taped inside the vent. I unfolded the paper, and a key fell into my hands. What the hell was it doing inside the vent, and what did it belong to?
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