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My fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly as I struggled to maintain control of the car as it slipped on a patch of ice. Even with the heater on full blast, it was cold enough for Daisy to whimper in the back seat as she tried to sleep with a blanket wrapped around her. I hated that I had to wake her in the middle of the night without being able to tell her what was going on, but there wasn’t another choice. It was either leave right then and there or stay and risk something far more dangerous happening. 

It had been years since I’d been up to the inn that we used to go to when I was little, and even though I thought I knew the way to it, everything looked different. It didn’t help that I was driving through a blizzard in the middle of the night and couldn’t see where I was going. My hands trembled as adrenaline rushed through me, keeping me alert and focused as I tried to get us to safety.

The car was quiet so Daisy could sleep, but that did nothing to stop the images of Joel standing over me as anger flashed in his eyes from flooding my brain. I knew that our friendship had grown and changed over the years I worked for him, but I never expected things to take a turn the way they had with him. 

“Do you think you can just walk away and leave me?” he yelled, standing above me as his fist shook inches away from my face. He’d already hit me once and knocked me to the floor; I knew he would do it again. “After everything that I’ve done for you—this is how you repay me? I gave you everything!”

I shook my head, my lips quivering as I watched the man I thought I knew transform into a monster I’d never seen before. The vein in his temple throbbed as his eyes dilated, appearing darker in the dim light. 

“I wasn’t leaving,” I stammered, hoping he couldn’t see the lie on the tip of my tongue. I also didn’t want to agitate him further while Daisy was sleeping in the other room. Thankfully, her door was closed, and the sound machine was on, so hopefully it had drowned out all of this. 

“I was looking at places to go on a mini vacation with Daisy. This time of year is always so hard for her. I just wanted to do something special for her.”

“You need to ask for my permission first,” he snarled, extending his hand as I stared at it.

His eyebrows raised as he jerked it toward me and gave me a pointed look. I carefully accepted it, trying to keep my body from shaking as I got to my feet and took a cautious step back. 

“I’m sorry that I lost my temper,” he said, shoving a hand through his hair. “But if this is going to work between us, there has to be communication.”

“I don’t understand,” I whispered, immediately regretting it. “If what is going to work between us? I’m not your employee at the moment. You came to my apartment uninvited and without any warning.” My voice trembled as I tried to stand up for myself like I had been for the past few weeks. Only difference was that the Joel I had pushed back against and stood up to before wasn’t the same Joel who was standing before me with a look in his eyes that made my blood turn to ice. 

“You’re not just my employee, Julie. I thought I’d made that clear? I’ve built a life for you and Daisy, and that includes me being part of it. There’s not a single thing you can do to stop me from having what I want. I always get what I want. I’m a very determined man and you’d do well to remember that.”

I nodded, too terrified to speak. It didn’t matter what I said; it would be wrong unless it were me professing my love for him. 

“It’s getting late,” he said, looking at his watch. “Can I trust that you’re going to bed and that we’ll talk about this more in the morning?”

“Yes. I’m very tired, so I’ll be going straight to bed.”

My stomach soured as I felt him lean in and press a kiss to my lips. I dug my nails into the palms of my hands, hoping the pain from it would distract me enough to keep from pulling away from him. I knew how angry he would get, and I didn’t want any more trouble right now. I just needed him to leave so I could gather myself and figure out the next step. 

“Sleep tight. I’ll see you in the morning.” He smiled, but it was empty and void of any emotion. “And Julie, don’t forget that I see everything. I wouldn’t try anything stupid if I were you.”

I nodded again, desperate for him to leave my apartment. He turned and walked out, pulling the door closed behind him. I waited a few seconds before I rushed over and locked it, knowing it didn’t really matter because he had a key and could get back in if he wanted to. 

I counted to twenty as I slowly made it through the apartment, turning off lights and making it seem like I was getting ready for bed. I didn’t know if he would be back and didn’t want to give him anything else to be upset about.

I laid in bed for an hour, hoping that he had already fallen asleep, given how late it was. There wasn’t much time to do what I needed to do, so I had to act quickly. I got up and reached under the bed, grabbing the duffel bag I had started packing a few days ago. I pulled on a pair of jeans and tennis shoes, then slung the bag over my shoulder, making sure all of the important things were in it. I rushed to Daisy’s room and woke her up, hating that I had to disturb her peaceful sleep. 

“Mommy? What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice filled with sleep.

“We have to leave, baby. I need you to get up and put your shoes on for me, okay?”

I grabbed them and pulled a pair of socks out of her dresser before helping her. 

“Where are we going?” She rubbed her eyes as she watched me. 

“Someplace special and magical. But we have to hurry.”

I stood up and looked at her, her hair a mess on top of her head, as her bright eyes looked up at me with confusion.

“Can I take Uni with me?” 

“Of course.” I smiled and grabbed her stuffed unicorn, tucking it into the duffel bag as I picked her up and made my way out of the apartment. She was too heavy to carry, but the thought of anything happening to her had me clutching her tight to my chest as she tried to wrap her legs around my waist to hold on. We got to the car, and I got her situated quickly before I jumped in and hit the gas, getting us out of there as fast as possible. 

A single tear slid down my cheek as I shook my head to clear my thoughts. 

This wasn’t the first time I had started my life over, but I would make sure it was the last. I didn’t have a plan until I thought about the last place that I truly felt safe and knew that was where I was going. 
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I was headed to the garage to look for a tool when a dark figure showing through the frosted window of the front door startled me. I stopped and furrowed my brow as I watched the doorknob rattle as if someone were picking the lock. It was a brave thing to do, especially since we were in the middle of the woods and I didn’t welcome visitors.

I flung the door open, ready to dismiss whoever was on the other side, but stopped when dark green eyes stared at me. They widened in disbelief as a reddish color tinted the cheeks that were pale from the frigid cold. A gust of wind pushed past us, sending an icy chill down my spine but I was frozen in place as I stared at her.

“Julie?” I asked, my voice sounding gruff and unwelcoming. “What are you doing here?”

“I... Um...” She pressed her lips together and then blew out a heavy breath as she stared back at me.

“Mommy, can we go inside already? My toes hurt,” a little voice said, immediately pulling my attention to the small child. 

My heart leapt in my chest as I saw the little girl, her features almost identical to her mother, who still stood there, staring at me.

“Come inside,” I said, ignoring every question that was racing through my mind.

The little girl smiled at me and bounced inside as if she had been there a thousand times.

“Can I watch TV?” she asked, completely oblivious to her mother.

“Sure,” I replied cautiously. I had no idea whether Julie wanted her to watch TV or not. But that was because I had no idea what was going on. All that I knew for sure was that my former best friend’s little sister was standing in front of me with a bruise on her cheek that made my blood boil. “Get your ass inside the house, Julie.”

Suddenly, it was as if something snapped her out of her thoughts as she grabbed the suitcase beside her and came inside. 

I closed the door and locked it, an uneasy feeling sitting in the pit of my stomach. 

“Is it okay if I put something on the TV for her?” I asked, wanting to make sure the little girl was taken care of as she curled up on my couch and petted my dog.

“You don’t have to do that,” she rushed out quickly, her eyes scanning the room until they settled on her daughter. “Daisy, we aren’t staying so don’t get too comfortable.”

“But, Mom, there’s a doggie,” Daisy whined. “He likes me. Why aren’t we staying? You said this was where we were going to spend Christmas because it was magical when you were a chi—” 

“Daisy—” Julie opened her mouth to say more, but I shook my head and folded my arms over my chest as she stalled.

“Fine. She can watch TV.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. 

I nodded and walked into the living room, hoping there was something kid-friendly to watch. My grandmother had a collection of DVDs that I had recently put into a donation pile, so I grabbed the box and dug through it until I found a few that seemed safe.

“The Little Mermaid or Cinderella?” I asked, holding both of them up so she could see the covers.

“The Little Mermaid!” she squealed, grabbing the blanket from the back of the couch and getting settled. “Do you have any popcorn?”

“Daisy!” Julie hissed, now standing behind her. “This isn’t our house. We can’t just ask for things and make ourselves at home. Besides, you haven’t even had breakfast yet.”

“But you said that we were going to li—” Daisy started before Julie stopped her.

“Yes. Plans have changed since then,” Julie said firmly. “We will talk about it later. In private.”

I watched them for a few minutes, not loving what I was hearing. Something was wrong, and I needed to know what it was.

“Do you like extra butter?” I asked Daisy, earning a hard glare from Julie as she tilted her head to the side and placed her hands firmly on her hips. At this point, it seemed irrelevant whether the child had eaten breakfast yet or not. She wanted popcorn, so she was going to get popcorn. 

“Yes! Please!”

“You got it. I’ll start the movie now and then bring you some popcorn in a few minutes,” I said, smiling down at the adorable little girl. 

I could feel the intensity of Julie’s stare as she followed me into the kitchen and waited until there was enough space between us and her daughter before she began speaking. 

“What the hell was that?” she demanded, pinning me with a look as she pointed at Daisy.

“The kid asked for popcorn, so I’m making some,” I replied as I opened a bag and popped it in the microwave.

“You have no right to just—”

“I have no right? Are you kidding me? You showed up at my house and tried to break in.”

She pressed her lips together as she shook her head.

“It’s not your house,” she countered. 

“Really? Because I’m pretty sure the trust paperwork shows that I am the sole owner of the place now that my grandmother is dead.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know that anyone would be here. I figured since she was gone...”

“You would break in and be a modern-day Goldilocks?” I arched an eyebrow and waited for her response as the popcorn popped.

“It wasn’t like that,” she said with a heavy sigh as she pulled a chair out from the dining table and sat down. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

“I’m going to take snacks to that adorable little girl while she watches a movie, and when I come back, you and I have a lot of talking to do.”

She nodded and lowered her head, watching as I took the popcorn out of the microwave and poured it into a giant bowl.

“She can’t have that entire bowl,” she objected, looking horrified when I grabbed a handful of individually wrapped snacks from the counter and winked at her. There was nothing I loved more than getting under her skin and had been doing it since the day I met her twenty years ago.
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I hadn’t been prepared to see Gage, which likely explained why I had felt so flushed and antsy since we got there. My plan had been simple: wake Daisy up in the middle of the night after I packed only what we needed, and drive the seven hours to the cabin in the woods. We would get there by early morning and have the day to get settled in. 

Only it wasn’t just a cabin in the middle of the woods. It was an inn that my brother’s best friend’s grandmother had owned, and we would spend every summer there growing up. There were at least ten bedrooms and a large dining room that opened up into the beautiful living room that had huge windows that looked out into the forest. About half a mile away from the cabin was a lake that we would spend our days at. The boys would try their luck fishing, but would always give up after a few hours and join us as we took turns jumping off the tire swing that hung from the large maple tree.

I loved that I could still see Daisy from my spot at the dining room table, but what I didn’t love was the look on Gage’s face as he returned and took a seat right beside me.

“Do you need anything before we get started? Water? Food?” 

“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” I said softly as I leaned back in the padded chair, finally noticing how tired I felt. 

“What’s going on, Julie?” he asked, cutting straight to the chase.

“Nothing. I just needed somewhere to go for a few days.”

“Bullshit. Don’t fucking play games with me, Julie. You know I will find out, so you might as well tell me.”

“It’s nothing. I promise. I have it handled.”

“Have what handled?”

I rolled my eyes, hating—but also secretly loving—that he thought he could force me to talk. Gage had been a lot to me over the years, but mean was never on that list. Not that he was being mean right now, but I also didn’t want to cross him. I knew that he wasn’t someone to mess with after the falling out he had with my brother.

“Julie,” he warned, leaning back slightly in his chair, just enough that the corded muscles in his arm showed as he rested it on the table.

When had he gotten this muscular? Had his body always been like this? There was no way I would have survived my teen years with him looking like this, so it must have happened after I stopped coming around. Probably a good thing because I wanted to climb him like a tree... 

He cleared his throat, forcing my attention back to him as his deep, dark brown eyes stayed focused on me.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said with a shrug. “Like I said, I didn’t know anyone would be here. Now that I do, I will be out of your hair as soon as possible.”

“What are you running from?”

An icy chill snaked down my back as the blood drained from my face, giving me away. While I hadn’t been able to stop obsessing over everything on our way up here, I wasn’t quite ready to talk about it. Doing so meant that it was real and that I couldn’t just run from the nightmare and pretend it didn’t happen. 

“Okay—let me restate that. Who are you running from?”

I swallowed hard, looking over at Daisy as she ate her popcorn and watched the movie. I would need to figure out something healthier to feed her for lunch since it was apparent that I wasn’t getting that popcorn back from her anytime soon. 

“My boss.” I lowered my eyes and refused to meet his gaze.

“Your boss? Did you embezzle from them or something? Am I harboring a criminal here?”

I could hear the faint hint of humor in his voice, but refused to lean into it. I didn’t need anything to feel too comfortable right now, including him. As much as I wanted to joke and let things feel light again, I couldn’t risk the distraction. 

“No. He’s been mildly obsessed with me. I didn’t realize the gravity of it until I found him in my apartment the other day when I got home.”

His eyebrows rose quickly as he leaned forward and stared at me.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I wish I were,” I said with a nervous laugh. 

“Start talking. I want to know everything.”

“Gage, we don’t need to do all of this. It’s fine. I just need a few hours to reset, and then we will be on our way.”

“Like fucking hell you will,” he growled. “If you honestly think you can show up here and tell me that some asshole is obsessed with you and think that I’m going to allow you to leave, you are seriously mistaken, Julie.”

“You can’t force me to stay here.”

“No. You’re right,” he said, shaking his head as his jaw clenched tightly. “But that storm outside can. Or did you not notice it on your way in?”

I looked out the window he pointed to, watching as the snow fell heavily in sheets. Not only had I noticed it on the way in, but I had lost traction on the road several times and thought I was going to crash by the time I pulled up to the cabin. I had been so thankful to get here that I must not have noticed his vehicle parked outside. Had I seen it, I might have made a different decision than to try to break in and hide out here. 

“There’s no way you’re going anywhere in that storm, Julie. Not until it passes and the roads are safe to drive again.”
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