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      WELLS

      Thick, black clouds billow above me, filling the heavens with the same tumultuous rage surging through my blood. Lightning rips open the sky, illuminating the heavy, dark woods around me for a brief moment, and the thunder rolls so close that it reverberates in my chest and shakes the soaked ground beneath my feet.

      I slam the axe into the towering pine again, lodging the blade deep into the trunk, tearing open the bark and burrowing into the flesh, the same way I’m being ripped apart from the inside out.

      Another flash of lightning rents the air, this one close enough for the electricity to crackle around me.

      “You should go inside, Wells.”

      My fingers tighten on the axe handle, now slick from the rain. “I know, Di.”

      These summer storms on the mountain are the most beautiful—and the deadliest. The last place anyone should be is outside right now, holding a goddamn axe. If I wanted to live, if my life meant anything at all, I might listen to Diana and retreat to the safety of the cabin walls, but I’ve been an empty shell for two years.

      I’d welcome the release right now—the sharp bite of pain, the electricity surging through my body, and then…sweet relief from the sheer agony of going on like this.

      “You shouldn’t be out here, Wells.”

      Muscles burning, hands blistered and stinging, body drenched by sweat and the cool rain—this is the only place I can be right now.

      I swing the axe again, chopping wildly, blow after blow, until the massive pine finally releases the telltale creak, signaling it’s close to falling.

      So am I.

      Close to jumping off the edge of the canyon to the raging waters of the river that flows at the bottom of it or standing out in the middle of the clearing, holding this metal axe to the sky. Whatever will get me there quickest, whatever will take away this anguish.

      “This isn’t you, Wells.”

      Diana’s voice rings in my ears again, quickly drowned out by another rumble of thunder shaking the ground.

      “It wasn’t me…”

      Before.

      Everyone said it would get better. That eventually, I could go back to living, that this pain I carry, day in and day out, would eventually ebb. But all time has done is allowed the wound to fester, to hurt even more, to infect every fiber of my being. And now, I’ve reached the point of no return.

      One more swoop of the axe and the tree releases a thick crack and starts tipping, only it doesn’t go the way it should, the way I’ve notched it to. It starts leaning toward me ominously. The canopy of green hovers overhead, a beautiful piece of nature that’s stood strong for over a hundred years but now threatens to crush anything in its path.

      “Move, Wells!”

      Her command comes strong enough for her to be standing immediately next to me, screaming in my ear.

      I should jump out of the way, lunge to the side, and avoid the oncoming massive trunk, but instead, I stand on the forest floor and wait for the sweet liberation from all of this.

      The wind picks up, swirling the scent of the wet grass, the damp moss, the cleansing rain—her favorite scents, the reason she loved being up here so much rather than in the city. The very things she commented on the last time we were up here together and watched a storm like this one roll in.

      Her presence envelops me so completely, the gust so strong, it’s like a physical push, knocking me to the side, and I dive out of the way just as the trunk of the massive tree falls right where I was standing.

      I slam into the ground and stare at it—what could have been my vehicle to her, to them. Hot tears stream down my cheeks, mixing with the cool rain, and I release an agonized scream that fills the night.

      “Why, God? FUCKING WHY?”

      It’s the same question I’ve asked a million times over the last two years.

      What did I do to deserve this type of punishment, to have Him take them from me? What?

      No matter how many times I ask it, I never get an answer. Only more pain.

      I struggle to my feet and stumble to pick up my axe, then start hacking away at the fallen trunk, pouring all my anger, all my hatred of God and this world, all my frustration into the single act of violence.

      Splinters of bark and wood fly up around me as the rain makes my hands slip on the axe handle, but I somehow maintain my grip—at least on that, but definitely not on reality. I haven’t had that in so fucking long that I don’t even remember what it feels like.

      “It will get better, Wells. I promise.”

      Diana’s assurance settles over me like a warm blanket, and for one brief moment, I can breathe without pain in my chest. But that warm, fuzzy feeling she always brought disintegrates just as quickly, doused by the honk of a horn.

      Honk.

      I freeze with the axe in mid-air, about to strike again. “What the fuck?”

      Honk.

      Honk.

      The sound carries through the valley, echoing off the rock, a familiar sound I could do without hearing for the rest of my life. Still distant, yet near enough for me to hear it, which means it’s far too close.

      Who the fuck would be coming up here now, today of all days?

      I climb over the felled tree, tightening my fist on the axe as I make my way toward the road. Every step ramps up my anger until my entire body vibrates the same way the thunder does around me. Trudging through the thick woods, my rage now redirects at whatever asshole decided they needed to invade my privacy.

      Lightning shoots from the sky and strikes a tree up ahead. It bursts into flames, the crack so loud I stagger away from it. Flames leap against the almost-black sky, but the pouring rain quickly dissipates the conflagration.

      The smell of charred wood fills my nose as the honk grows louder.

      They’re coming up the damn mountain.

      I make it to the edge of the road. The hard-packed ground loosely covered with gravel isn’t easy to traverse, which means whoever is coming up here must have a definitive purpose or they wouldn’t bother.

      Hidden in the trees, I wait for the intruder to make the turn that will bring them into view. A black sedan turns the corner to my right and approaches slowly, the storm making the already-dangerous road even more so.

      I can’t make out the driver or license plate through the deluge, but it continues past me up the hill toward the cabin, intent on its destination. And they’re going to turn right the fuck back around as soon as I get up there, if they know what’s good for them.

      This isn’t the day for visitors, and anyone with any common sense would understand that and stay far away.

      I trudge back through the woods, the most direct route to the cabin, even though walking the road would be far easier.

      Easy isn’t what I need right now.

      My entire life was easy. Everything handed to me on a silver platter. All the hard work I did supported by an already billion-dollar business. A massive safety net under me at all times to catch me if I fell.

      But it didn’t do me any good when I needed it.

      When they needed it…

      So, I don’t need easy anymore. What I need is the trees around me, the cocoon of darkness they provide, lit only by lightning every few minutes and filled with the sounds of the forest creatures and the low rumbles of thunder.

      Whoever the hell is in that car has a fucking death wish, maybe the same one I have today. They should have known better than to come up, but now that they’re here, they’re going to have to deal with me.

      “Be nice, Wells.”

      Diana’s familiar chastisement makes me snort and shake my head, ducking to avoid a branch in my way.

      “I’m always nice, Di.”

      My typical response whenever I lose my temper floats from my lips so easily that it even draws a smile before I remember why I don’t say it anymore.

      Because she’s gone.

      They’re gone.

      The familiar gloom that has become my constant companion for the last two years settles back over me instantly, and the closer I advance toward the cabin, the more I allow my anger to consume me.

      Whoever decided to interrupt me today is going to regret it.
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        * * *

      

      LAUREL

      Lightning streaks across the sliver of sky visible between the towering trees that canopy what is supposedly a road, quickly followed by a crack of thunder so close that it rattles the windows. Rain continues to pelt the metal loudly, the constant pinging so fast it almost becomes a roar enveloping the car.

      I clutch the handle on the door and suck in a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. An impossible task when the forest surrounds us, closing in on what can only be called a rustic path—definitely not a “road” by any civilized means.

      The farther we drive, the tighter I cling to the supple leather, as if my death grip on it might keep me safe from whatever lurks beyond the confines of the luxury vehicle.

      Where the hell are we?

      I lean forward slightly toward Allen, the driver tasked with bringing me up the mountain. “Are you sure this is the right way?”

      He glances at me quickly in the rearview mirror, his kind hazel eyes offering me an apology even without the words. The old man gives a sharp nod and honks the horn again. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve been up here a few times over the last couple of years to bring documents and other personnel to see Mr. Lockwood. This is definitely the right way.”

      “Good God.” I drop back on the plush leather seat and blow the hair out of my face with a heavy sigh.

      What the hell is he doing living in the middle of nowhere, up a mountain, hours from Denver and corporate headquarters?

      I thought billionaires like Lockwood reveled in all things ostentatious and lived in the lap of luxury, but this is about as far from that as is humanly possible.

      Even the small town we passed coming to the mountain wouldn’t be considered civilization to most people. After living in the city my entire life, this is as close to nature as I’ve ever been—and farther than I care to ever be.

      Especially under these circumstances…

      I peek at my companion in the backseat, who’s still sound asleep. “This is so not what I signed up for.”

      The car hits a dip in the road, bumping me wildly in my seat despite the belt pulled across me. I tighten my grip on the handle just in time for a second jolt.

      Allen glances at me in the mirror again. “Sorry about that, ma’am. The road is not a road at all.” He chuckles and shakes his head. “I think Mr. Lockwood prefers it that way. Keeps too many people from coming up.”

      “He really lives up here all alone?”

      Of course, people talk…but I always wondered how much was true and how much was simply rumors.

      It would be impossible not to hear about what happened to Wells Lockwood, only son and heir to the Lockwood Brewing fortune, and I guess if I were in his shoes, I might want to hole myself up somewhere and avoid reality.

      But this…is a bit extreme.

      The man could buy any house he wanted anywhere on the planet. He could purchase his own damn island and live the lavish lifestyle he did in Denver, with servants waiting on him hand and foot, the world literally at his fingertips.

      Yet…he’s here…

      The driver nods, swerving the car slightly to avoid another dip in the road now filled with rainwater. “Yep. And he isn’t too keen on visitors, either. It’s why he likes us to honk on the way up and announce we’re coming.” He peeks at me in the rearview mirror, his kind old eyes worried. “Is he expecting you?”

      Hell no.

      Mr. Lockwood is most certainly not expecting this visit today—or any day. And I would have preferred to make a simple phone call with this information, but Mr. Landry said Mr. Lockwood doesn’t have a phone up here—on purpose—and this had to be done in person.

      Which I can understand, given the situation.

      Still, Landry would be much better suited to deliver this particular news.

      “No, he isn’t expecting me, but I was told this couldn’t wait.”

      Allen offers a shrug. “Well, it’s a good thing we got up here when we did. This storm’s a doozy, and this road will be impassable if the rain keeps coming. Sometimes, it completely washes out.”

      I roll my eyes and huff again. “Lovely.”

      This is the type of place horror movies and nightmares are made. Remote. Dark and foreboding. Danger lurking in every shadow and behind every tree. The massive thunderstorm doesn’t help things.

      Poor Allen can barely see two feet in front of him, even with the wipers going full tilt.

      “Go work for Lockwood,” they said.

      “It’ll be a great opportunity,” they said.

      Yeah, right.

      Drumming my fingers on the door, I stare at the dense forest through a wall of falling rain, trying to imagine the handsome man in the perfectly tailored suit in the photo on the wall at corporate living like this.

      I turn back toward the driver. “Have you ever met him?”

      The old man, who has been my companion the last several hours on our drive from Denver, shakes his head. “Not other than driving up and dropping someone or something off and seeing him open the door. Most of the time, I just leave it on the steps and knock so he knows to come get it. And if I’m dropping Mr. Landry or someone else to meet with Mr. Lockwood, I wait in the car until they’re done, then drive back down the mountain. He prefers not to have to interact with anybody whenever possible.”

      So, this should be fun.

      I drum my nails again, debating whether or not to ask the next question, but curiosity gets the better of me. If this man has been around as long as he claims, he’ll likely know.

      “What about his wife? Did you ever meet her?”

      Allen stiffens slightly, then nods. “A few times, at headquarters. Years ago. Before…”

      The emotion in his words prevents me from asking any follow-ups. A tragedy like that isn’t something anyone wants to discuss, and guilt turns acid in my stomach for even bringing it up in the first place.

      It isn’t any of your business.

      I need to do what I was sent here for and get the hell back to Denver, not explore the personal life of the enigmatic Wells Lockwood.

      We turn a bend in the road, still enclosed between solid walls of thick brush and dense trees. Goosebumps break out across my skin. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and a shiver rolls through me that chills my blood as I stare into the pitch-black forest.

      Something’s watching us.

      I can feel it as surely as I can my own heart thundering against my ribcage.

      What the hell is out there?

      Bears. Wolves. Mountain lions.

      Angry billionaires.

      I shift uneasily as we roll past the spot that gives me the heebie-jeebies and make our way farther up the mountain. “You’re sure he’ll be here?”

      From the looks of things, we’re not near anywhere a human could live. It would be almost impossible to even walk through the woods that surround us, let alone survive up here.

      Allen chuckles. “Ma’am, as far as I know, Mr. Lockwood hasn’t left this cabin in years other than perhaps to go into Lockwood Falls to get supplies. He’ll be there.”

      “I hope so.”

      I want to get this over and done with as quickly as possible, so I can get back to Denver to the job I was actually hired to do instead of this.

      We turn another corner, and the forest in front of us opens up slightly, revealing a small clearing getting pummeled by the rain without the benefit of the tree canopy over it.

      The driver pulls forward, and a cabin comes into view on our right. Far smaller than I would’ve anticipated, the box building with a slanted A-line roof sits nestled in the break of the dense woods.

      I stare at the tiny building—the only sign of human life I’ve seen for the last hour since we turned up the mountain “road.” My stomach tightens. “This is it?”

      Horror movies and nightmares.

      The driver slows, puts the car into park, and nods. “Yep. This is it.”

      How can anybody live like this?

      I’m about to ask the question, but motion flickers at the edge of my vision and I turn my head toward the woods on the left. Something small scurries through the underbrush, nearly impossible to see through the driving rain.

      I shift across the seat slightly and narrow my eyes at it to try to get a better look. The bushes shift again, and a man steps out from between the trees—shirtless, tan pants soaked, long hair plastered around his face, down to his shoulders, a massive axe in his hand.

      That same shiver rolls through me again as the fury in his gaze hits me even from thirty feet away through the downpour.

      Before I can react, he storms toward the car, axe raised, ready to strike.
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      WELLS

      I step out from the woods, axe high, prepared to chase off whomever dared come up the mountain today with anything I have to in order to get them gone.

      All the wrath and resentment for the world I’ve been fighting has built to a point I can’t keep it contained. Not today.

      “It will get better, Wells.”

      Diana says it like the words actually mean something, like it will somehow quell the rage boiling inside me.

      “Be nice.”

      I won’t be nice today. I don’t have it in me anymore. Diana can judge me and be the voice in my head, reminding me of how badly I’m handling all of this, but it won’t change anything. She and Maribel will still be gone. I’ll still be here alone with my guilt and agony.

      And I can’t do that if I’m not alone.

      Which means getting rid of these trespassers so I can go back to wallowing.

      I approach the car, and my gaze lands on the front license plate.

      LKWOOD1

      Fuck.

      It’s one of ours.

      The torrent of water falling from the onyx sky pelts the top of the vehicle and the windshield, obscuring the occupants, but if it’s someone from the brewery, slamming this blade into the car would only end up costing me.

      I slowly lower my weapon and take another step forward. My boots sink into the mud, and I strain to try to see into the driver’s side window as the cool rain hits my bare skin.

      Automatic wipers slash across the windshield, and a man I vaguely recognize as being up here before motions to the back seat, indicating this time there’s someone in the car with him.

      Fucking hell. If it’s Landry again…

      “Be nice, Wells.”

      I take another step toward the vehicle, and the back door opens, the rain violently pouring off the roof like the falls into the canyon on the property that gave the small town at the base of the mountain its name.

      Black stilettos with red soles slide below the door, thin spiked heels settling into the mud. Auburn hair appears next over the top of the darkly tinted window, followed by Caribbean blue eyes peeking over the frame.

      The woman stands fully, her pale, freckled skin and hair instantly soaked. Instead of stepping out farther, she keeps her body behind the door, as if that piece of metal will protect her from me.

      Maybe she fucking needs the shield.

      Sneering, I advance another step, so she’ll hear me over the rain hitting the roof. “Who the hell are you, and what the fuck are you doing here?”

      The driver glances back at her, then at me, his gaze darting between us anxiously.

      He should be nervous.

      Bringing a stranger up the mountain…

      He should fucking know better.

      All my employees do. If you have to bring something, you leave it on the steps. If you bring someone, I better damn well be expecting them.

      She clears her throat. Her fingers, with perfectly manicured nails, wrap around the top of the door. She squeezes it until her knuckles whiten, as if gathering her courage, then steps slightly to the side so I can see her fully.

      The torrential downpour has already soaked her completely, her white blouse now see-through, clinging to her every curve. Her nipples pebble through a white lace bra, and a black pencil skirt hugs her hips and down her shapely thighs to end just above the knee.

      This woman isn’t dressed for coming up the mountain, and she certainly isn’t from Lockwood Falls, either.

      Who the fuck is she?

      She levels an intense, determined, azure gaze on me, any trepidation she may have had climbing from the sedan pushed aside in favor of false bravado. “I need to speak with you, Mr. Lockwood.”

      I tighten my grip on the axe. “No, you don’t.” Another step brings me closer to her and farther out from the protection of the tree line into the full-on storm. I point to her open door with the axe head. “Get back in that fucking car and get down this mountain before the road washes out.”

      “Calm down, Wells. This isn’t you.”

      Di’s constant reminder of who I’ve become, of how much I’ve changed since she left, only further ignites my fury.

      This wasn’t me. I was never the guy who lost my temper or who went on the offensive. But now I’m defending my property, my personal space, on the one day I absolutely need my solitude.

      “Go. Now.” I storm around the front of the vehicle toward the cabin, intent on leaving the invaders out in the rain.

      The sound of her heels splashing in the small puddles behind me stops my progress, and I whirl back to face her, hand still clenched around the axe.

      She stares up at me from under thick black lashes that cling together with the water streaming down her face. The blue shifts to an almost steel gray, and she fists her hands at her sides. “I need to talk to you, Mr. Lockwood.”

      The top of her wet head barely reaches the middle of my bare chest, and I purposely shift the axe into her line of vision to make my point—you don’t come up on my mountain and make demands of me.

      Her eyes widen, and she staggers back half a step. Her heel gives out on the uneven ground, but she manages to catch herself with a hand on the hood of the car. She rights herself and puffs out her chest, squaring her shoulders like she’s preparing for a fight.

      Not today.

      I start to turn back toward the cabin. “Whatever you’re here for can wait.”

      “No, it can’t.” She tries to stomp her foot, but the heel just sinks into the mud. A low growl slips from her pink lips, and she jerks it free and scowls at it, then me. “Believe me, I’d rather be anywhere but here right now. But this cannot wait, no matter how much you try to scare me away.”

      This little mouse has some bite in her.

      Too bad it won’t change my position on this. If she wants to talk with me, she can certainly try another day. But it sure as shit won’t be now.

      I whirl back to fully face her, take a step forward, and issue a low warning growl. “I’m telling you right now, you need to get the fuck off my mountain immediately.”

      She squares her shoulders again, drawing my gaze back down to her soaked shirt, and opens her mouth to reply, but a sharp cry sounds from the open back door of the car she just vacated.

      My head turns toward the unexpected noise. “What the hell was that?”

      The driver whips his head to check the back seat, and the mystery woman releases a heavy sigh, wiping water from her face and pushing her wet hair from her forehead.

      I look between her and the car. “You want to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      Instead of answering, she marches to the opposite side of the car she came out of, yanks open the door, fumbles around inside of it, and steps out, holding a car seat with the top pulled down to protect whatever’s inside from the pouring rain.

      Sharp cries continue, and she lifts it in her hand and gives me a pointed look, her icy glare cutting through me. “You and I need to talk about this.”

      “What the fuck?”

      This woman is nuts.

      “Be nice!”

      I retreat until I’m at the bottom of the two steps that lead up to the cabin. She approaches on unsteady legs, her heels encumbering her ability to find sure footing, and stops in front of me. Her jaw set with determination, she grabs the edge of the carrier cover and slips it up long enough for me to see a screaming baby inside.

      The shrill noise fills my ears, and I clamp my eyes closed and stagger back a step against the hammering inside my head. “Why the fuck did you bring that here?”

      “Because he’s yours.”

      It takes a moment for her words to register.

      Because. He’s. Yours.

      I shake my head to clear it, and a rumble of thunder rolls through the glen, vibrating in my chest and rattling the windows on the cabin behind me. The rain pounds down around us, continuing to soak this insane woman and me.

      Lightning crackles and strikes a tree somewhere behind her in the forest, the electric energy sizzling through the air around us.

      She jerks and whirls toward it, pulling the car seat toward her, trying to find the source of the sound. When she turns back again, true panic fills her eyes for the first time since she stepped out of that car. She holds up the baby again. “Mr. Lockwood, can we please go inside and talk out of this storm?”

      “Go inside, Wells. Now.”

      The baby screams again, the sound cutting through my daze of confusion and Diana’s voice. It is a dangerous storm—one of the worst this season so far. And while I may not care if I die in it, this woman and her baby don’t have to.

      I grab her arm and tug her toward the door, throwing it open and ushering her inside. She moves off to the side to allow me to enter behind her, mud covering the hand-hewn pine floors with every step she takes. I slam the door behind us. Her eyes immediately dart around the inside of the cabin, but I step around and in front of her, blocking her view.

      This isn’t an invitation to spy on the reclusive billionaire for some trash tabloid or personal curiosity.

      “You have five fucking seconds to tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      She releases a heavy sigh, sets down the car carrier, and flips the top back, exposing the very angry baby in a pale-blue onesie.

      Cheeks red.

      Eyes squeezed closed.

      Tiny fists clenched.

      Mouth twisted in anger I can sympathize with.

      Poor kid.

      The spitfire redhead squats, digs around in the car seat, and pulls out a pacifier that she slips into his mouth, holding it there gently as she glances up at me. A brief moment of blissful silence allows her—and me—to take a deep breath.

      She pushes her wet hair from her face and looks at her ruined heels. “Bob Landry sent me to talk to you about this.” Her free hand points to the baby, who seems content with the pacifier—at least for now. “Because, apparently, he’s yours.”

      There are those words again, but they still don’t register.

      Yours.

      Because it isn’t possible.

      “Listen to her, Wells.”

      This is nonsense. Some sort of mistake. It has to be.

      If I had ever met this woman, let alone touched her, I would remember it. She isn’t the type you can forget. So, her words don’t make any sense.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what kind of fucking game you’re playing, lady, but there’s no fucking way this is my baby. I’ve never seen you before, let alone—”

      She holds up a hand to stop me. “No, you’ve got this all wrong. This isn’t my baby.”
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        * * *

      

      LAUREL

      Confusion and anger flash in his bourbon eyes, and Lockwood clenches his hand tighter around the axe he still holds. His gaze darts from me to the baby. “Then whose is it?”

      I could really do without his attitude, considering this is the last place I want to be, but antagonizing him will only make this tenuous situation harder to handle.

      I’ve been trained to negotiate with difficult people and deescalate things when they become too tense. Mediation and arbitration clinics. Internships with judges. Now would be the time to put that real-world experience I got in school to use—though, I’d much rather be doing it in a boardroom or courtroom.

      The baby finally calms, sucking hard on the pacifier, and I push to my feet and face Wells Lockwood, the billionaire a thousand times over who stands shirtless, wet, muscled chest heaving, long hair hanging soaked around his hard face, and clutching a deadly weapon like some deranged mountain man.

      “Apparently…yours.”

      He gapes at me. “That’s impossible.” Anger tightens his jaw, and he shoves his free hand back through his hair as water pools under him on the wood plank floor. “I haven’t been with anyone but my wife since we were sophomores in college.”

      I try to wipe some of the water from my face, but it does no good as it drips off my soaked shirt and skirt and down over my ruined Louboutins. “All I know is what I was told.”

      And that was a less-than-pleasant conversation, to say the least.

      He takes an aggressive step toward me, his wide, chiseled, bare chest right in my face. “Yeah, and what the hell is that?”

      Refusing to retreat, I stand my ground, widening my stance slightly, as if a bull is about to take a run at me. “You can tone down the attitude, Mr. Lockwood. You think I went to law school for this?”

      “Law school?” His dark brows furrow. “Who the fuck are you?”

      Shit.

      With all the drama my arrival has caused, I haven’t even formally introduced myself. “My name is Laurel Palmer, and I’m an attorney at Lockwood Brewing Company.”

      He immediately narrows his scrutinizing gaze on me. “I don’t remember hiring you.”

      I prop a hand on my hip, straightening my shoulders, and his gaze drops to my chest.

      Shit, this shirt and white lace bra are probably see-through now.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I tap my muddy toe. “I started at Lockwood Brewing a few days ago, and this”—I wave my hand—“is not how I expected my first week to go.”

      His haunted eyes darken. “Why wasn’t I told about your hire?”

      Crap.

      There isn’t any delicate way to say this.

      “Mr. Landry said he would inform you of my hire soon but that this wasn’t a good time to interrupt you.”

      His jaw clenches, and his entire body stiffens.

      This man wants nothing to do with this baby or me and can’t wait to get us out of his home, but Mr. Landry was insistent that I couldn’t leave without working out this plan with Lockwood.

      “I know this is all a surprise, Mr. Lockwood. But don’t get angry at me. I’m just the messenger, or the temporary babysitter, as it may be.”

      “Whose baby is this?”

      The ultimate question…

      Though, this time, I think he’s asking about the mother.

      “A woman showed up at corporate first thing this morning. She told security at the front desk that she had to speak with you. When they told her you weren’t available, she said it was urgent and this was your son.”

      He squeezes his eyes together and shakes his head. “No. Impossible.”

      “Mr. Landry was notified by security, and he immediately ushered her into a conference room where he could have some privacy to discuss the situation…and brought me in with them.”

      Lockwood rubs his hand on his stubbled cheek. “How the hell could Landry fall for this? It’s just some woman trying to get money from the company, trying to milk the billionaire widower.”

      My heart clenches at his words. “That thought certainly crossed our minds. But…”

      He narrows his gaze on me again. “But what?”

      I shift uneasily under his accusatory glare. “But then she mentioned Harry’s in Lockwood Falls and said she met you at the bar a year ago.”

      His eyes widen slightly, and I can almost see the wheels turning in his head. “A year ago…at Harry’s in Lockwood Falls?”

      “The woman didn’t seem…” I try to think of the right word. “Interested in the baby. She said that she initially didn’t know who you were, so she couldn’t get in touch when she found out she was pregnant. But she claimed she recently saw an article in the paper that had your photo, and that’s when she realized who the father of her child was.”

      “But it’s impossible.” He shakes his head, dropping his face into his palms. “I wasn’t with anyone a year ago. I haven’t been with anyone since my wife passed.”

      Shit.

      This question will likely get another vicious response, but I have to ask it to accomplish the task I was sent here for. “Are you sure?”

      His head snaps back up, and the fury swirling in his eyes sends a shiver through me. “Of course, I’m fucking sure. You think I wouldn’t remember sleeping with someone?”

      I recoil slightly, and he starts to pace, muttering unintelligibly to himself and rubbing at the back of his neck. This isn’t the Wells Lockwood everyone saw for so long in the news, who I watched in the media through college and law school. That Wells Lockwood was strong, confident, sure, a rock of a man who took over the already-thriving family business and blew it into the stratosphere. This Wells Lockwood seems like he’s on the edge of a total mental breakdown.

      And given what today is…maybe he is.

      He finally stops his pacing and glances at me. “A year ago…”

      I nod. “That’s what she said. Early June.”

      Some sort of recognition flashes in his eyes. “I was at Harry’s a year ago. I went into town to pick up my order, to keep the cabin stocked because I’d need it, and I stayed and had a few drinks.” He squeezes his eyes closed and winces, as if the memories coming back physically hurt him. “There was a girl at the end of the bar, a brunette with green eyes. She looked so goddamn much like Di—” He cuts himself off, his free hand tightening into a fist. Then he opens his eyes and meets mine. “That’s all I remember until I woke up alone at the motel across the street the next morning.”

      Oh, hell…

      “So…it’s possible you did sleep with her.”

      “Fuck.” He shoves his hand through his hair and stalks away from me, giving me his broad back. “I don’t know. I had a lot to drink, and I was not in a good place with the one-year anniversary of their deaths approaching. So, it’s possible, I guess.” With a heavy sigh, he turns to fully face me. “What did she ask for? Money?”

      That would certainly make this simpler.

      I shake my head and glance down at the innocent topic of our conversation, who has returned to a peaceful slumber. “No. Like I said, she didn’t seem at all attached to the baby, more like she was just going through the motions. She indicated she was leaving the country with her new boyfriend and that she couldn’t take care of the baby anymore.”

      Lockwood’s brow furrows deeply. “So, she just left him?”

      I nod slowly. “She did.”

      “Without any sort of proof that he’s even mine?”

      It’s a valid question. The whole scenario certainly screams of a scam to get her hands on the Lockwood fortune or some sort of set-up designed to taint the Lockwood name by creating a scandal for business reasons, which is precisely why I’m here.

      “Landry and I are already on that. He had someone from the security team go to your house to pull your DNA to compare to the baby’s, and they took a sample from him before I left. Landry also has someone looking into the mother, searching for any potential motives here.”

      “Jesus”—he runs his hand over his face with a heavy sigh—“why’d you bring him here? Why didn’t you take the baby to CPS?”

      Because I didn’t have a choice.

      Because it’s my first damn week on the job and my boss ordered me to.

      But even if he hadn’t, I never could have brought this little one to CPS—not after my experience in the system. Lockwood so casually acts like dropping off a baby to CPS is the obvious solution only because he has no idea what that could end up doing to this kid. He’s had everything handed to him on a silver platter, and he probably believes it would be a safe place for the baby.

      So damn wrong.

      “Because Landry didn’t want anyone else seeing the baby or knowing about the woman’s claim. He didn’t want to cause a scandal, especially—” I bite back the words until his eyes lock with mine. “Especially given what today is. He said I needed to bring the baby up to you immediately and that you needed to keep him concealed until all of this gets settled so you and the brewery don’t get dragged through the mud.”

      Lockwood releases a humorless laugh filled with anguish. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “I wish I were, Mr. Lockwood, because like I said, none of this is in my job description.”

      I want to feel bad for him, given everything that’s happening, but dealing with the fallout of a drunk billionaire knocking up some random at a bar wasn’t what I signed on for at Lockwood Brewing. The fact that I have had to waste my entire day on this and ruined my favorite pair of pumps that—even though I bought them resale—I had to scrape and save every dime to even afford makes it ten times worse.

      Thank God this is almost over.

      Lockwood can deal with this on his own.

      I grab the door handle and motion toward the outside world, where the tempest continues to rage. “I’ll just grab the bags with the baby’s things the mother left.” The moment I open the door, wind and rain batter me. Ice-cold drops pelt me, and I shiver and turn back to Lockwood. “By the way, you might want to actually look at him.”

      As if he cares.
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      “You might want to actually look at him.”

      She offers me an annoyed glare, then steps out into the storm.

      Her words carry immense disdain and heavy judgment I can’t miss.

      Can I blame her for that?

      I haven’t exactly been welcoming or friendly since she pulled up at my doorstep. Far from it. Diana’s constant warning to be nice only emphasizes that fact.

      And I acted like a lunatic.

      I lift the axe still in my hand and cringe, thinking about how I raised it at the car earlier and probably scared the shit out of her and the driver.

      A crazed man with an axe in the woods…

      It wasn’t so long ago that I was the cool, calm, and collected public face of Lockwood Brewing, when people came to me for answers, and I had them. Only a few short years have passed since my open-door policy for all employees that made them feel like we were one big, happy family working together to produce the best product on the planet.

      Now, I run people off with weapons.

      Things have changed so much so damn fast, and it seems they’re changing again.

      Vastly.

      Something I’m wholly unprepared for.

      This can’t be happening.

      Of all the things I might have anticipated for this anniversary, a woman showing up on the mountain claiming a baby is mine wasn’t even close to on the list.

      But he can’t be mine.

      Even if—and it is a huge if—I had sex with that woman from Harry’s and don’t remember it, I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to do it without protection.

      Would I?

      Bits and pieces of memories try to push through the black fog all the booze that night created, but they come fragmented, impossible to put together into anything discernible.

      I lean the axe against the wall near the door and squat in front of the car carrier. The baby shifts slightly, his eyes fluttering open slowly, and his unfocused gaze meets mine.

      All the air rushes from my lungs at my own eyes staring back at me.

      Holy shit.

      I stumble back a step, my feet suddenly unsteady, legs shaking along with the rest of my cold, wet body.

      What I was so sure was impossible only moments ago now seems absolutely certain. That baby shares the same bourbon eyes flecked with amber that Father and Grandfather before me both had.

      This baby is a Lockwood.

      And that woman is about to leave you here with him.

      “Shit.”

      That can’t happen.

      She can’t just show up with this baby, leave him at the cabin, and hightail it out of here like she didn’t just drop a literal bomb on my already-destroyed life.

      I find my feet and rush out the door toward the waiting car, where Laurel stands at the open trunk, a bag slung over her shoulder, reaching for a second
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