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“An incredible new series from this fantastic author…  Twists and turns in this story are absolutely incredible…”  Betsy Smith
She’s a week too late.
After nearly a decade abroad, Skylar returns home to bury her father—and uncovers a shocking inheritance. As the sole heiress, she becomes responsible for two pregnant women whose lives may hold the key to her father’s mysterious past—and his death.
Answers are hard to come by. Someone is determined to sabotage her search, and unsettling questions about her father’s possible dementia cast doubt on every memory and every relationship.
Desperate for help, Skylar turns to Linc, a man who seems willing to stand by her side. But as his secrets surface, she realizes trusting him may be the most dangerous mistake of all.
Concealed Inheritance is the riveting first book in The Family Heir Looms suspense thriller series—a chilling story of family deception, buried truths, and the devastating cost of inheritance. Perfect for fans of Lisa Jewell and Ruth Ware.
“Another great read. Loved your characters and the suspense throughout the book. I never expected the angle till closer to the end…” Connie Nixon
“…It only took me two days as I could not put it down. It was brilliant and well worth the read. I was engrossed until the end and found the end definitely worth the wait as I didn’t work out the ending at all.” MAP
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Chapter 1


“Dad, hi. Great to hear your voice.” Skylar felt a little guilty that it had been so long. Her fault. 
“Skylar. It’s great to hear you too. Where are you? Still in Africa?” Fred asked.
“Yes. I’m going on a safari later today. How are you? Anything new?”
“No. Still working on protecting the swamp.”
It had become his lifelong endeavor. “Not enjoying retirement?”
“No. Not my thing. Work is all I have known for fifty-eight years. I started working when I was twelve.”
“Time for some hobbies.” Besides the swamp.
“Bah. Anyway, I have a surprise for you. When are you coming home?”
Skylar frowned, unsure whether to be excited or concerned. It had just been the two of them since she was ten after her mother died of cancer. He had tried many times to surprise her over the years. Some had been good, but some hadn’t been. Like the horse he’d bought her for a graduation present. She’d been terrified of horses since was ten and had been bucked off.
“In a month. Same date as before. I’ll be home for Thanksgiving. Why? What’s the surprise?”
“Hmm.” He sounded so dejected.
“Are you okay, Dad? You’re feeling okay?”
“Yeah. Yeah. I just… it’s… Don’t worry.” He perked up rather quickly. “See you on the sixth, right? I’ll be at the airport to pick you up. I can’t wait for you to see what I have done. It’s life changing. I can’t wait. I can’t wait. I can’t wait. You are going to love it.”
Skylar laughed, loving this playful side to her father. It had been missing when she was home eight months before. She pressed her hand over her mouth, missing him all the more.
“I have to run, love.”
There was a definite change in his voice. “Dad, you sound serious. Are you okay?”
“Just something I’m trying to fix. Skylar, I… Forgive me. Love you.”
“Love you too.”
He hung up before she could ask any questions. Skylar hung up the phone, feeling like a
weight had just descended upon her. Since her father had retired five years before, he had been somewhat lost. Skylar had tried talking to him but hadn’t wanted to change her life just to help him adjust to being at home. She’d even tried to get him to travel with her, but he’d become a homebody. It seemed the older he got, the more he missed his deceased wife. Skylar missed her mom a lot but didn’t have the memories like he did.
Whatever he’d gotten into confused her. On one hand, he sounded excited. On the other, sad. By the way he was talking, it wasn’t something as simple as a pet. That’s what threw her. He was talking. Their conversations usually consisted of about ten questions: How are you? Where are you? What did you see interesting today? Are you staying safe? But whatever this was, he was carrying on a full conversation. Even initiating telling her something he’d done.
But forgive him for what?
Skylar tugged on her hair, not really sure she wanted to go home and actually find out.

~~~~


Fred took the picture off the wall and set it on his desk. He took the solid black back off of it. He folded two sheets of paper and then placed them against the back of the picture and replaced the back, securing it. It bulged slightly. Skylar would never get rid of the picture. He was sure of it. If something should happen, if things should keep moving the way they were, he was in danger. If anyone found this new information, Skylar would be in danger, too. He’d wanted to tell her not to come home but felt he could protect her more under his roof. If things worked out, it would all be over before she came home at Thanksgiving, anyway. He’d show her what he’d done. She would be angry but hopefully she’d understand.
He had to make sure that the deal was stopped, though.
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Chapter 2


Skylar stood at the graveside, tears streaming down her face. She was supposed to be coming home from her trip today, not home and attending her father’s funeral. The shock of it still hadn’t worn off. She’d gotten a call in the middle of the afternoon telling her that her dad had been killed in a car accident. 
It couldn’t be true. She’d just been talking to him.
So many people who had come to his funeral gave her their condolences and their support—if she needed anything… What she needed was for someone to make sense of it all. She stood rigid, just wanting it to be over. For the joke, which wasn’t a joke to let her go. To let her go back to the way things had been. Her father protecting her and hovering over her at every turn.
Her aunt Jan stood by her side. Skylar reached for her hand, needing that steady feeling and connection to her father. Jan was her dad’s sister but five years younger. Skylar was grateful for her presence and help arranging her father’s funeral over the last few days.
The crowd had thinned out, but it felt like all of them had felt the need to say something. Skylar just couldn’t take it anymore.
“Skylar, I am so sorry to about your father. Sorry I couldn’t…”
Words had started to blur together, but there was something about that voice. She slowly turned, pasting on the acknowledgment look and pursing of her lips. Before it had really clicked who was standing in front of her, he was pulling her into a big hug. She stiffened.
“Keating. Nice of you to come.” Her own words were muffled against his suit jacket. She pushed back, using a little more force than normal, when he didn’t seem to want to let her go.
“I thought you swore in high school, you’d have to be dead… before you’d wear that.” She pointed at his suit as she spoke but her words trailed off, barely audible, as she realized a second too late what she was saying.
“There are some things and some people worth getting dressed in a suit for. I’ve grown up a bit. In case you hadn’t noticed.” He stepped back and pushed his jacket back while he rested one hand on his hip. He had filled out. Very nicely.
Someone touched Skylar on her shoulder. A man who wore a flashy cowboy suit took her hand.
“Sorry for your loss. I knew your dad. He’s part of the reason I’m in the business I’m in.”
Skylar nodded sagely while taking a step back. He stood there. Jan took a step toward the man, who gave her a sideways glance before moving off. Had he winked at her?
“Who’s that?”
Jan shrugged.
More people approached her. She looked past the line of people who seemed to want to talk to her. Carmen was standing off to the side, staring at her. No sign of Jerold, though. They were the caretakers of her father’s estate. Carmen’s gaze was a bit unsettling. It was intense. Accusatory. Skylar looked away, already feeling the guilt of not staying home.
A woman clasped her hand. Skylar smiled half-heartedly at her. She had no idea what she said to her. Jan was there, though, seeming to say all the right things. Keating had disappeared. Which was good. She had felt uncomfortable with him there. Guilt about their past had crept up.
She and Keating had planned to elope. They were eighteen. Instead of yelling at her, her father had sat her down. He’d suggested she try living on her own first, before getting married. If she lived on her own for six months and still wanted to marry Keating, he’d pay for the wedding and a two-week honeymoon, no matter where or how expensive it was.
Jan had cheered her on. She’d been determined that Skylar win. She’d said Skylar could prove her father wrong and still get married.
Skylar had planned to move out. There was one problem, she didn’t have a job nor did she know how to get one. The places she’d applied had said they needed someone with experience. She had none. Since she didn’t have money to pay rent, the only place she could move to was another house on the property. It was a small two-bedroom bungalow, about a hundred feet from her father’s back door. He hadn’t said a word. Jan had laughed in his face, finding it hilarious.
Her dad challenged her again. If she didn’t see Keating for a week, he would fly them to Italy to get married. If she could make it a month, he’d rent them a villa for a month-long honeymoon. Jan was even more determined that Skylar win.
And she had. Sort of. What she learned, though, was she liked living on her own and making her own decisions. Keating hadn’t been happy. He’d started making demands and telling her what to do. Their last time together had been him trying to convince her how good they would be married, and the money they could make together. It ended with her telling him where to go and walking home in the rain. Jan had been the one to convince her he was a louse and not to make up with him. In fact, she’d put the bug in Skylar’s head about traveling.
She looked at her aunt. She squeezed Skylar’s hand. It pulled her out of her reverie and back to accepting more condolences that she wasn’t ready for. She gave each person a wan smile and murmured, “Thank you for coming.” Carmen was still watching her but hadn’t joined the queue to give condolences. Skylar turned to Jan to say something but she wasn’t there. She looked around but didn’t see her. Skylar’s shoulders sagged. She was drained. Her soul felt like it needed to crawl into a dark cave for the day to hide from the onslaught of probing.
“We need to meet.” An older man stepped in front of her. His expression was serious, his tone low, almost inaudible. Before she could say anything, Jan stepped forward, looped her arm through his, and steered him away.
Her father had been well liked. The number of people who had shown up attested to that. From the very wealthy to those who worked for the homeless shelter were there to pay their respects. It was heartwarming. And exhausting. And starting to poke holes in her numb feeling.
“Can you get me out of here?”
Keating was in front of her in an instant. “I can.”
Jan spoke up. “I’ll take you home.”
“Thank you, Keating. I came with Jan. Thank you for coming.” As she smiled reassuringly at him, the scowl he gave her made her realize the man who had said, ‘We need to meet,’ was Keating’s father.
Keating gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek before giving Jan a kiss on her cheek as well, before leaving. It was sweet, considering Skylar was sure they didn’t know each other all that well. Her aunt had encouraged Skylar to break up with him. 
Jan put her hand to Skylar’s back and steered her to her car. Carmen’s eyes never seemed to leave them. Jerold had joined her but neither approached Skylar. She opened the passenger door.
“That’s a lot of people.” Jan stood on the driver’s side. “What did Mr. Richards say to you?”
“That’s who that older man was. He just said, sorry. Something like that.”
“Hmm.” Jan’s tone seemed questioning. “Keating and his father aren’t people you want to hang out with, Skylar. They have money. And love to cause trouble.”
“Why? What have they been doing?”
“Just stay away from them.”
“Hmm.” Skylar gave her back her noncommittal reply and slid in, closing the car door. She stared out the side window. Wasn’t it supposed to rain and be a crappy day when someone died? Not be a day of sunshine and warmth? Her gaze drifted over the faces of the people who had joined them at the gravesite. Some she recognized. Many she didn’t. A pregnant woman caught her attention. Her father had hinted, suggested, and outright told Skylar he wanted grandbabies. Several, in fact. He’d given up on her having a husband and just wanted her to have some babies. He and her mom had married late in life. Her parents were forty when Skylar was born. It had been a hard pregnancy for her mom, but her dad said she’d never regretted it. Only that they couldn’t have another child.
I hope you’re together again, Mom and Dad.
The pain of missing them both was almost crippling. It felt like an arrow had been shot through her heart, not like the one Cupid shot, but one that left a gaping hole. One that made her feel alone. 
Ready to leave, she looked out the driver's window. Her aunt was several feet from the car and looked like she was on her phone. Or maybe she was trying to deter people from talking to her. It had been hard on her, losing her brother.
No matter how much she tried to stop them, the tears leaked out. Skylar grabbed some tissues from the box on the back seat and mopped up her face. Her gaze drifted over the scene and landed on her dad’s casket. It was sitting, perched above the hole in the ground, ready to be lowered into its depths.
It was so final. Her beautiful father, friend, and mentor… was gone.
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Chapter 3


The wind kicked up, tossing one woman’s hair over her face. She was dressed very stylish in black pants with a colorful top. It was obvious that many people were sad, some had even been crying, but this woman seemed genuinely upset. She pressed her hand over her mouth, almost in horror. She took out a tissue, wiping her tears. The woman looked at Skylar. Their eyes met. There was an intensity. A deep hurt. Almost like she was trying to convey something. Her gaze shifted and an instant dislike entered her gaze. But Skylar wasn’t sure who she was looking at. 
Her aunt opened her door.
“Who is that?”
Her aunt climbed in the car and leaned over to look past Skylar. “Who?”
“The woman with the black hair with the grey sprinkled throughout. She’s standing near that black car, two cars to the right of us.”
“Oh my God. I can’t believe that bitch showed up.”
Skylar sat up tall in her seat, forcing her aunt to sit back. “Who is she?”
“No one. A woman who was trying to get her hooks into your father. She is such a gold digger. Stay away from her.”
Questions immediately filled Skylar’s mind, but she didn’t ask any of them. Her father had been seeing someone? He’d never mentioned it. He’d never mentioned anyone special in his life. The more Skylar thought about the woman, the more she felt she should know who she was. She just had no idea why. Maybe because she felt bereft enough, without thinking her father was leaving her out of his love life. If he had one. Her aunt obviously wasn’t the person to ask. She had a hate on for the woman. Skylar tucked away that bit of information and promised herself to find out who the woman was.
Her aunt started the car and drove away. They turned the corner. Skylar sat back, glad to be away from it all. It wasn’t until her aunt pulled up to the gates of her father’s mansion that it really hit her hard again. He was gone and wouldn’t be back.
A sob ripped through her chest. She tried to stifle it but to no avail.
“It’s okay. I hate that he’s gone, too.” Jan punched in the code. The gates swung open. They drove up to the house.
Skylar got out and climbed the wide steps. With each step, she was reminded of the first time she’d started up them, wanting to run up them and into the house. She’d imagined her mom being inside and coming out to catch her. The image had been so real that it had made her stop and stare at the massive front of the house. It had also made her reluctant to enter because she knew it wasn’t possible. Her father had understood her hesitation. At missing her old house, which held all the memories of her mother. So, he’d swept her up in the air and played the fool while carrying her inside. It had changed everything for her. That simple gesture had turned the house from a foreign, cold, empty place that had no meaning to a home. To a place of fun. He’d also made sure that all the things her mother had cherished were there. Her hairbrush and makeup were in Skylar’s room. Her favorite sweater and dress in Skylar’s closet. Her housecoat on Skylar’s bed. The stuffed Garfield cat that Skylar had bought her mom for Christmas the year before she died. Pictures of her on every wall.
The vivid memories made Skylar stumble. She’d often run up and down those stairs. A huff at her elbow reminded her Jan was with her. Skylar walked up the rest of the steps, keyed in the code, and entered the house. A chill enveloped her. It wasn’t that of cold. Or that of a ghost. It was the feeling of emptiness. Aloneness. Something she’d never felt before. Not even when her mom died. Her father had made sure she never felt that. Closing the door behind them, the echo, which she wasn’t sure was real or an extension of how she was feeling, made her shiver.
Jan moved past her and went to the small study just off to the right. It was her aunt’s favorite room when she visited. Her father had furnished it in soft colors just for her. Jan opened the liquor cabinet and took down two glasses and poured some gin in them. It was when she lifted them and held one out that Skylar realized she was still standing in the hallway. Taking a few steps, her heels clicked loudly, reminding her of the emptiness of the house. Although, all that was missing was her father. 
Hating the sound, she kicked off her shoes in the front hallway, ignoring them as they hit the wall and dropped like lost drunken souls to the marble floor. Definitely out of place in the immaculate space. Skylar had always cleaned up after herself but her first nanny in that house had scolded her time and again. She’d often say, ‘There won’t always be someone to clean up after you.’ When her father heard her say that once, he fired her. It had angered him that the nanny was talking so nastily to her and that she’d suggest to a twelve-year-old she was going to be alone.
Yet here she was.
Sighing, she looked at her shoes but figured she’d pick them up when she headed upstairs for bed. Following her aunt, she accepted the drink she was holding out for her. Skylar took a good swig of it. Her throat balked up as the intensity of the gin hit her.
A sound in the hallway caught her attention. Carmen, the house manager, was standing near the front entrance. Skylar moved toward her, glancing from her to her shoes.
“I’m sorry about your father.”
“I’d have cleaned them up.” It pissed her off that Carmen had felt the need to straighten her shoes, so they stood neatly and tidily by the door. 
Carmen nodded but walked away down the back hallway.
“Hey. When you are in this house, you will respect the new owner. She’s talking to you.” 
Jan’s outburst caught Skylar off guard. Carmen stopped. With her back rigid, she slowly turned. The tension between the two women felt like a rubber band ready to snap.
“I—” Skylar felt the need to apologize for her and Jan’s behavior but something in Carmen’s eyes made her hesitate.
“My apologies.” Carmen, with an erect posture, turned and walked out the back door.
“What was that?”
Jan downed her second drink. “That woman… She thinks she’s too good. I don’t know why your father hired them. The last couple was excellent. I found them myself. These two have only been here almost a year. They are always just there, materializing out of nowhere. I feel like I’m under a microscope when I’m here. And your father changed so many things after they arrived.” Jan’s eyes blazed with anger.
It brought up a lot of questions for Skylar but before she could figure out how to voice them, her aunt shrugged, pivoted, and went back to the small study. Skylar trailed after her. 
“Your dad was something. We had our differences, but he was a good man. I helped him with a lot of things. He trusted me. You know that, right?”
Skylar’s gaze landed on a photo on the wall. It was of the swamp. The picture wasn’t all that flattering though. It was in the fall when everything was dead. Her aunt’s gaze followed hers.
“Oh, for crap sakes, what is that doing up? I took it down a month ago. I bet it was Carmen. Your father was overly obsessed with that swamp. It’s so dirty. Who wants a picture of a place like that anyway? Especially one that is in the fall, grey, brown, and dead? Yuck.” Jan took the picture off the wall and put it in a drawer.
Skylar frowned. She loved that place almost as much as her father had. Her aunt sat down and continued to talk. How she’d become her brother’s right arm. Always there for him. Always helping.
All it did was remind Skylar she should have been home, not gallivanting across the globe. Her aunt cleared her throat which brought Skylar’s attention to the glass she was holding up. Skylar clinked glasses with her, not really sure what the toast had been. She took a drink, grimacing at the taste.
“Let me tell you some stories about your father.”
Skylar dropped onto the couch, letting her aunt talk about when they were kids.
“He was a bit selfish as a kid. You know a big brother who always teased me. Always made me do all the chores. He was quite a brat…”
Skylar tuned her out. Her father was gone. Never to return. That was all she heard raging through her brain.
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Chapter 4


Linc laid down on the dolly and slid under the car. Grabbing the wrench, he undid the bolt. The dark oil started to drain immediately into the pan he’d set under it. Leaving it to empty, he slid to the side and checked the rust that was starting to show in certain places on the underside. He’d have to make sure to tell his customer about it. The man wouldn’t be happy. 
Sliding out from under the car, he walked to his office in the back. The picture of his dad on the wall, of the day he’d opened Garage Plus, caught his eye. That was forty years ago. And now it was Linc’s. Well, half his. With his dad semi-retired, he was letting Linc run it. How he felt was right. Linc had practically grown up there. He’d always been under his father’s foot as a child and then started apprenticing as a young adult. He couldn’t imagine doing anything else.
“Morning. I see you’re in early. Anything new today?” Ben the other mechanic, poked his head in the open office door.
“Morning. No. Keep working on the truck you’ve been working on. Any chance it will be finished today? The guy is calling like every fifteen minutes.” The phone rang at that moment but when Linc saw who was calling, he ignored it. He laughed. “Just give me a timeline so I can get him off our backs. Tomorrow? Or the next day?”
“If I can find that part today, it’ll be done by tomorrow at the latest. If I can’t…” He shrugged.
“All right. Keep me up to date. I’ll find some way to appease him. Thanks.”
Ben nodded and went to work. Linc looked over a few of the work orders, those finished and the new ones. He sorted them, putting the finished work orders in a pile. Then he reviewed to see who had been called, which bill had been paid and which hadn’t. It was a lot of tedious work. Stuff he hated, but it was what kept them paid and the doors open.
Finally, tired of paperwork and figuring the car would have drained all of its oil, he headed out to put in a new filter, replace the plug, and then fill it with new oil. Before he got to the car, he heard some voices outside. One in particular. His uncle. He grabbed the rag out of his back pocket and listened.
“Stop being such a cheapskate.”
Linc cringed and thought about ignoring what was going on but he also knew his uncle. He was browbeating someone who didn’t deserve it. Besides, he was there, which meant he’d be harassing Linc any minute. Reluctantly, Linc made his way out of the open large garage doors. To the left and just around a jutted edge, stood his uncle Marvin in his alligator cowboy boots and western suit. He looked like one of those flashy, rich dudes who was trying to look cowboyish but didn’t know one end of a horse from another, yet talked like he had all the answers.
“You’ll never get a better deal.”
Linc rounded the corner. A kid, maybe twelve, was standing with his back to the wall.
“What’s going on?” Linc expected the kid to look at him in fear but instead he got sneered at.
“Trying to give the kid a leg up. Teach him a few things,” Marvin replied.
The kid said something that was physically impossible.
“Go.” Linc waved at him to leave.
“I want my money.”
“What money?” Linc eyed his uncle, thinking if he’d stolen from the kid, he really had sunk to a new all-time low.
“Money he stole.” The kid pointed at Marvin.
“How much?”
“Hundred dollars.”
Linc pulled out his wallet. It was pretty bare. “Here’s five. Take it or leave it.”
The kid snatched it and grabbed his bike that was laying beside him. It had a torn seat and looked a bit rusted, but he hopped on it and pedaled away.
Linc walked away, ignoring his uncle, hoping he’d do like the kid and leave.
But he followed. “You shouldn’t get involved in stuff that is none of your business. That kid just ripped you off.”
“Just like you ripped him off.” Linc walked inside and to the car he’d been working on.
“This is why you won’t make it in business. You don’t have the instincts.”
“I don’t need your advice. You can leave.”
“Don’t you want to know what I’m doing here? I just came from a funeral, you know.”
“No.” Something touched Linc’s arm. He looked down. It was the end of a broom. He slowly turned. His first instinct was to grab the broom handle and shove hard. His uncle might have read that in his face, as he set the broom back down and leaned it against the wall.
“What? I wanted your attention. You weren’t listening. You can’t expect me to touch you. You’re filthy. And so is this shop. It would cost a fortune to get grease out of this suit. I don’t know what made me think your father and I opening this forty years ago was a good idea.”
“Whoa!” Linc spun around. “Let’s get something straight. You were never part of this business. Dad opened it. Dad worked it. Dad paid for it. Not you.” You just stole from it. But he bit his tongue to keep from saying that.
“It was partly my idea, and I didn’t become a mechanic only because that bastard Lyons canceled my loan. But he’s dead, so now—”
“Get out. I’m tired of your bullshit. Which I see you feel you’re dressed to give out. Your father had money. He lent it to Dad to start this. So don’t tell me you were trying to get a legitimate loan. That’s a load of crap.” Linc knew his uncle hated a man named Lyons but had never asked why. His dad had hinted that the man had helped him make the business legitimate but would never explain what that meant.
“I’m coming into some money soon. I’m going to buy this out from under you. The land is worth a lot.”
Linc walked over to the water hose hanging on the wall. He picked up the wand, turned on the tap, and pointed it at his uncle. Marvin gave him a bravado look of ‘I dare you,’ but it soon changed to spluttering when Linc squirted water in his direction. He jumped back but didn’t leave. Linc sprayed again, coming within inches of his alligator boots.
“You’re just like your father.” He huffed but finally left. Some natural gray hair strands peeked out from under the poorly designed, black-haired toupee he often wore.
Linc shut off the water and put away the hose. As much as he tried to push away what his uncle had said, it sat like a festering wound, waiting for him to rip it open. Marvin had always been trouble, but something told Linc this time was different. He wondered if his dad knew what his brother was into. Not that he was going to mention to his father that Marvin was making threats. The man had been nothing but a drain on his father’s money, his resources, his relationships, and his life.
Marvin said he was coming into some money, which wasn’t good. It was either stolen, conned from someone, or he’d gotten into bed with something illegal.
Linc rested his forearms on the edge of the car and let his head drop. His thoughts about what awful things he might be involved in were interrupted by his phone beeping at him. Someone had called earlier but he hadn’t been able to answer. Curious, he wiped his hands on the rag he carried in his back pocket before walking over to the shelf and picked up his phone from the shelf it sat on while he worked.
The message was not one he expected but should have. 
It was Marvin, asking for a loan. Again. This time only for $5000. That wasn’t enough money to make his uncle brag that he was coming into some money, but it would suggest he was going to use it for some scheme. Which then he hoped would let him buy out Linc’s business. The man had no morals. The reason Linc’s father had barely made it was because his brother had borrowed at least $50,000 from the business, most without Linc’s dad’s knowledge until it was too late. But that was just in the last ten years. And Linc was guessing the amount. No matter how many times he told his soft-hearted father he needed better security and to turn his brother in, he never did.
Now that Linc had been running the business for two years, he’d added a lot more security and had stopped Marvin’s stealing. He hadn’t turned him in though, but only because of his father. Linc’s father was like his mother, Linc’s grandmother, gentle, loving, and always seeing the good in others. Marvin reminded Linc of his grandfather, nasty and devious. Stealing had been his life’s achievement. Marvin seemed to think he could be like his now-deceased father.
Linc sighed. As much as he wanted to ignore Marvin, he was going to have to find out what he was up to. And stop him. And stop his father from feeding that beast.
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Chapter 5


“Hello, Mr. Ashburn. Kent.” Jan smiled at the lawyer as she sat down across the desk from him. “Thank you for seeing me.” 
“I’m sorry for your loss. Your brother was a good man.”
“He was.” Jan pressed her hand to her chest and closed her eyes for a second. “It still hits me.”
He nodded sagely but didn’t reply.
“I know Fred is leaving everything to Skylar. She’s really struggling with losing him. I know the will needs to be read but can you do it in parts? Not tell her everything at one time?”
Mr. Ashburn frowned but before he could speak, Jan continued. “I’m worried for her mental health. There is a lot that is going to come at her. It’s one thing to have to take over her father’s estate but the…”
“So you don’t want me to tell her about the babies?”
“It’s all so difficult to understand what was going on with Fred. How do you think Skylar will handle it? Just tell her that everything has been left to her but don’t mention it all in detail. And leave out that land deal that she has to sign. You’re sure Fred didn’t make it in to sign that?”
“No. We had an appointment but he rescheduled it. He died before the new date.”
“I was sure he’d said he’d signed those papers. Do you have them?”
Mr. Ashburn nodded.
“Can I see them?”
“No. I’m sorry. They are for Skylar to decide what happens.”
Jan put up her hand in apology. “Sorry for overstepping my bounds. I’m just worried about her. She’s very delicate right now. Can I ask that you assess as you go how she’s doing? Or have two meetings to go over it all? Please.”
“It’s unusual but not unheard of. I’ll keep in mind what you’ve said.”
Jan stood up, feeling slightly relieved. She gave the lawyer a deep, grateful smile. “Thank you.” She thrust out her hand. “I also want to make sure that Fred’s donations to your charity continue. You started it because of your mom, right?”
“It was just a need. I grew up in a small town. To get medical help you had to go to the city. Some people didn’t drive. Some didn’t because of their health. Some can’t afford to pay someone else. And for most, they didn’t have anyone to be with them after they’d had a medical appointment that might leave them feeling weak, scared, lonely. In the old days, we used to rely on neighbors but that’s getting harder to do. I created Driving Care. We drive people from small towns to bigger centers for their medical appointments. It’s only available in a few small towns so far, but it is very much appreciated.”
“Well, let’s make sure that Fred continues to be a supporter of your cause.”
He hesitated but finally stood up and shook her hand. Jan left but stopped at the front counter to talk to the receptionist, Mrs. Ashburn.
“Jan. Good to see you. I just need to show these people in for their appointment.” The receptionist took the two people sitting in the waiting room down the hallway and into a room before returning.
“Mrs. Ashburn. Liz. How are you?”
“I’m fine. I was so sorry to hear of Fred’s passing. He was a good man.”
Jan nodded sagely. “Thank you. I was just telling your husband, I’m concerned about Skylar. She’s really taking this hard. I asked him to dole out the information in a few meetings rather than all at once. He said he’d see how she was doing.” Jan slapped her hand to her chest. “I’m sorry. I’m speaking out of school. I mean I know you probably hear everything, but I shouldn’t be telling you.”
Liz gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s okay. I get it. I’ll talk to him.”
“Thank you. I really have to run. Have a great day.” Jan left, feeling like she’d done a tiny bit to help her niece.
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Chapter 6


Skylar was feeling very antsy. Having to go to the lawyer’s for the reading of the will was not something she was looking forward to. In fact, she’d tried to put Mr. Ashburn off but he’d been insistent. There were some provisions that needed to be taken care of. Skylar had seen her father’s will eight months or so before when she’d been home. She couldn’t remember anything that had seemed urgent. 
Getting dressed in her good clothes, she was glad her aunt had gone home. Her strength and support had been amazing but almost too much. Skylar left her room and descended the stairs. Her hand automatically trailed down the wooden banister where her father used to touch as he descended them. It was another simple thing that reminded her he wasn’t coming back.
Heading out to the garage, the moment she stepped through the door she stopped. She didn’t own a car and hadn’t since she’d started traveling almost ten years before. At one time, she’d have been thrilled to get to choose one of her father’s vehicles—the Rolls Royce, the Mercedes, the Alfa Romeo. Now, she didn’t want to sit in any of them.
Sliding into the sleek blue Mercedes, she started it and shifted into reverse, quickly pulling out of the garage. Once through the gates, she pressed on the gas, loving the power and the need to shift gears. Flying down the back highway, she arrived at the lawyer’s office within minutes.
She parked in the small parking lot around the side of his building. Feeling slightly more energized, she went inside. Two pregnant women were sitting in the corner of the waiting room. She barely gave them a cursory glance as she approached the receptionist and told her who she was.
“I’m Mrs. Ashburn. Please have a seat. I’ll come and get you when he’s ready.”
Skylar sat down across from the two women. She kept her head bowed, not wanting to engage with them. But as she sat there, she got the feeling she was being watched. Leaning forward, to grab a magazine off the coffee table, she glanced up. Her brows immediately furrowed. They looked familiar… ish.
“Skylar, right?” The woman with the black shoulder length hair spoke up.
Skylar sat back, wishing she hadn’t made eye contact. No names were coming to her but if she was right, she’d gone to school with them. Going to a high school with over four hundred students, she couldn’t be sure.
Realizing the woman was waiting for a response, she replied, “Yes. And you are?”
“Short memory? It’s only been twelve years. I’m Gloria, and this is Rina.”
“We went to school together. Hi,” the meek woman, she’d called Rina, replied.
There was a vague memory of them. Skylar had fought with her father to send her to the local public school and not the private one that was a forty-five-minute drive away or an hour by bus. She’d gone one year and hated it. Her father had relented but reluctantly. Her argument that he’d gone to a regular school and had managed to start a business and amass millions of dollars had worked. The local school had been an eye opener. Kids had no problem being her friend, as long as she spent money on them and invited them to her house.
People like Gloria hadn’t made it easy. Gloria had been a tough girl, ready to fight anyone who crossed her. And she disliked Skylar and her wealth immediately. Rina, she vaguely remembered only because she hung out with Gloria.
And now here they were, holding hands, both expecting, and at her father’s lawyer. Were they the two pregnant women she’d seen at her father’s funeral? She should say something but couldn’t find her voice. Instead, she flipped open the magazine she hadn’t realized she’d picked up. She didn’t remember ever talking with either woman before. Gloria was one of those people you remembered because she had loved to pick on Skylar. Feeling justified in ignoring them, Skylar couldn’t stop the unsettled feeling Gloria’s smug stare gave her. Shifting in her chair, she slid her body a little sideways so she didn’t face them directly. Thankfully, the receptionist came to get her. Skylar set the magazine down and got up to follow Mrs. Ashburn without acknowledging the two.
“See you.”
Skylar kept walking, acting like she hadn’t heard Gloria. But the next word out of her mouth had Skylar glance over her shoulder.
“Soon.”
Skylar stumbled slightly as the receptionist opened a door and indicated for her to enter.
“Mr. Ashburn will be right with you.” With that, she left and closed the door behind Skylar.
There was a pitcher of water and glasses on a side table. Skylar filled one, not because she needed it but because it was something to do. The room’s lights hadn’t been turned on, natural light streamed in through the windows, but it was dark enough to give a sense of doom and gloom. Or maybe that was just how she was feeling. She sat down at one end of the large rectangular table that could have easily seated ten people.
A few minutes later, a man, who looked older than her father’s seventy years, walked in. He was short, had a barrel chest, and looked as if he was doing what he could to reverse his age. He’d dyed his hair a dark brown and was using something on his skin to mitigate the lines of aging. His face looked puffed and bloated and unnatural. Another person chasing an unattainable youth. His expression was welcoming but his well-tailored dark blue suit and posture gave off a bit of an intimidating demeanor.
“Skylar, I’m Kent Ashburn. I was your father’s lawyer. Thank you for coming in.”
“You made it sound like it was imperative I come in immediately.”
He shook her hand before taking the seat to her right. The way he looked at her gave her the feeling that she’d taken his chair. He opened a file.
“I’m aware of everything in there, Mr. Ashburn. My father showed it to me on numerous occasions.”
He flipped through a few of the pages he’d set on the table. He came across as matter-of-fact, to the point, confident, bordering on arrogant but as he looked at the pages and then at her, he seemed almost uncomfortable.
“There have been some changes.”
Skylar sat up straight. She hadn’t really been slumping, but she hadn’t been sitting like a young girl with a book perched on her head should have. To this day, she was sure that some of her nanny’s teachings were way outdated for an eleven-year-old.
“Like what?” Maybe he’d sold the house. He’d mentioned once that he could tell traveling was her first love and didn’t want to burden her with the property. Home to her. She had begged him not to.
“He added a few stipulations. The staff will all receive a year’s worth of salary, depending on what happens.”
There were only two full-time regular staff that she knew about. She was both relieved and a bit irritated that her father had taken care of them but that meant he had sold the house or made provisions to sell the house. And he hadn’t told her he’d done it.
“Okay, when is this—”
He talked over her. “—Skylar. Your father has left everything to you with a few provisions. His sister, Jan, gets to keep the apartment he bought her ten years ago and will get an annual allowance.”
Skylar nodded. She wasn’t surprised by that. Her aunt Jan wasn’t known for being frugal with her money. She could have been given a lump sum but she’d be the first to admit she’d spend it. Skylar was glad she was being taken care of. It wouldn’t have mattered, Skylar would have made sure her favorite person was looked after.
“The new tenants will move in by the end of the month.”
“He sold the house? I have to be out in two weeks. What?” That seemed a little fast even to her.
“He didn’t sell it. It’s a provision that you to move back in and live there as well.”
“What? I need to take in roommates? Is there something about his wealth that you’re not telling me?” Her father had always been careful with his money. His business had done very well, and he’d gotten a great price for it when he’d sold it ten or so years before. He also invested well. Or had.
Who was moving in with her?






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 7


“So what did you think?” 
It took Keating a moment to realize she wasn’t asking about how good the sex was, she was referring to his seeing his old girlfriend. One that he had thought would be his wife one day.
“She looks good. A bit too independent.”
“You seemed to want to fall all over her at the funeral.”
“Watching, were you?” He chuckled. He reached over and touched his lover’s arm. There was something about her that hooked him from the moment he’d met her. That had been twelve years ago. He still couldn’t get enough of her.
“Hard not to. You were glued to her side.”
Keating liked that she sounded jealous. “I have known her a long time and it would have looked funny if I hadn’t been there for her. At one time we were a thing. Little does she know the real reason we broke up.” He stroked her back.
“I’m aware of that. I’m the one who kept you from making a very stupid mistake. Your father would have been pissed if you’d gotten married that young. And so impulsively.”
“No. He’d be pissed if he found out the very naughty things you taught me in the bedroom.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her.
She turned away, seeming a bit miffed.
“Hey, I’m marrying the bitch you want me to, so I deserve a bit of a reward.”
She pinned him with her gaze. “You’re marrying Cori because her father is very wealthy. Not as wealthy as your father but way wealthier than Fred Lyons. Skylar now. Once you marry that wealth, you will have a say in what happens in the deal with the resort. You understand how important that deal is, right?”
He shrugged. Her face contorted in anger as she turned away. He let her pout for a bit, he always knew how to bring her around. She’d been very useful. She was kind of pulling the strings, but he knew that as soon as he married that ditz, Cori, he’d be wealthier and powerful beyond words. Then she’d come begging for his attention. So would his father.
He didn’t want to burn bridges with Skylar, though, either. She now held a quarter of that property. He wasn’t sure what she knew but if things didn’t work out how they had planned, their only hope—
“What are you planning with Skylar?”
“Nothing.” Sometimes he felt like she could read his mind.
“Don’t do anything that will screw up our plans. Understood?”
Now he was a bit miffed. He hated being told what to do and not do, but he had to admit she was very clever. And devious.
“Sure.”
“Your father seemed interested in Skylar at the funeral. Any idea why?”
“Boy, you were just an eagle eye that day, weren’t you? Watching everyone. No. But I’m sure it was
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