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      “WHITE RIBBON,” a novella, first appeared in the no-longer-available Top Shelf Romance anthology I HAVE LIVED AND I HAVE LOVED.

      Since the original publication, a few changes have been made to this novella.

      As I first wrote “WHITE RIBBON” it became obvious to me that I wanted more Julia and Van in my life. I knew there was much more to their story: more intrigue, more mystery, and many more sexy times to come.

      I hope you feel the same way after reading “WHITE RIBBON” and preorder RED SIN, book one of the Sin Series, coming in October 19, 2021 ...knowing it all began with a white ribbon.

      Enjoy Van and Julia’s first meeting.

      

      ~Aleatha

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            White Ribbon

          

          SYNOPSIS

        

      

    

    
      Julia McGrath’s world is shaken.

      

      Seizing the opportunity to flee her commitments, obligations, and the lies she’s accepted for too long, Julia embarks on a quest for a new life. Replying to a job listing has her driving away from Chicago to the northern top of Wisconsin.

      

      A surprise snowstorm turns her world into a snow globe. Ice covered roads lead her into a snowbank. Determined to not freeze, she sets out. With the road covered in snow, she follows the white ribbon of snow.

      

      Donovan Sherman is a private man, known as a wolf in both business and his private affairs. The last thing he plans to encounter on the snow covered road near his home is a nearly frozen woman. Even a wolf has a den.

      

      Feel the heat as these two individuals discover what life has to offer along the white ribbon.

      

      From New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig comes a brand-new romantic-suspense series—Sin Series. White Ribbon is a limited time prequel to book one, RED SIN.
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      My knuckles blanched on the steering wheel as I pumped the brakes of my rental car. Even though I’d been told—more than once—that automatic brakes didn’t require pumping, I couldn’t help myself. The action calmed my nerves, giving me the illusion that I had an ounce of control as the tires slid and scooted upon the ice-covered road and large snowflakes the size of oranges fell from the sky.

      With the sheer quantity of snowflakes hitting the windshield, I knew any sense of control I thought I possessed was nothing more than a figment of my imagination. If circumstances were different, I could relax and see the beauty around me. If instead of driving alone to an unknown future, I was sipping hot chocolate next to a roaring fire with friends and family, I might be able to appreciate that I had somehow managed to enter a giant snow globe and that whole world had just been given a strong shake.

      My attention went back and forth between what I believed was the road before me and my GPS. The directional system had taken me on what it considered the best route. According to the screen, I was still on the pavement; thank God the GPS could differentiate because from my viewpoint, everything between the endless borders of tall pine trees was nothing more than a white ribbon.

      Though I continued forward, my estimated time of arrival continued to grow later and later. That was in no doubt due to my decreased speed. Between the snow-and-ice-covered surface, the lack of defined road, and increased blizzard conditions including gusty wind, it seemed as if instead of driving, the car was crawling forward. The speedometer varied between fifteen and a whopping twenty-five miles per hour.

      When I’d left Chicago this morning, the forecast had been clear. The weathercaster said that snow wasn’t supposed to arrive until late tomorrow. With only a seven-hour drive, my plan was to arrive at the hotel in Ashland, Wisconsin, before nightfall, spend a few days, and get a feel for the city. With fewer than ten thousand people, it would be drastically different from what I was used to in Chicago.

      Different—that in a nutshell was exactly why I applied for this job.

      “Good plan, Julia,” I said aloud to myself.

      Maybe after hours of driving north from Chicago, I was hungry to hear a human voice, one not singing or on a podcast. Or perhaps, I was too exasperated with my situation to keep quiet any longer.

      “Did you ever wonder why this job was available? It’s because whomever this client is could be a psycho and on top of that, it’s located in the middle of nowhere.”

      Sadly, nowhere was exactly what I’d sought.

      Going back to my analogy of a shaken snow globe, that was my life.

      Shaken.

      Hours of driving had given me a new perspective, one that benefited from a bit of distance. I knew there were many people who faced greater obstacles and more adversity. I also wasn’t the princess in the ivory tower that many believed.

      My eyes narrowed as I tried to make out the road before me. The headlights created a tunnel of illumination filled with glistening large snowflakes above a thick white blanket.

      “Come on, you can make it. Just” —I looked again at the GPS— “another hour.”

      My stomach growled as I held tighter to the steering wheel, feeling the way the wind gusts pushed me sideways. I shook my head, wondering if I’d see any signs of civilization: a gas station or small town. The darker the sky became as my car plowed through the accumulating snow, the more I admitted to myself that I should have stopped in the last town.

      As I crept onward, the phrase ‘should have’ seemed to repeat on a loop in my thoughts.

      I should have stopped in the last town, filled the gas tank, gotten something to eat, and found a hotel.

      I should have said no to Skylar Butler when he asked me to marry him. I should have seen the writing on the wall. I should have discouraged my parents from planning the most lavish wedding of the century. I should have known his parents were more excited about our nuptials than he was. I should have questioned Skylar’s schedule, his trips, and the times he didn’t answer his cell phone. I should have trusted what I’d known most of our lives.

      In my defense, as the sayings went, hindsight was twenty-twenty and love was blind.

      In my case, I think a more accurate assessment of our impending nuptials was that our love didn’t have vision problems; it quite simply never existed, not in the way that made your heart beat faster or your mouth go dry. It wasn’t that Skylar wasn’t easy on the eyes.

      He was handsome and he knew it.

      That had been an issue since we were young.

      Skylar was also capable when it came to foreplay.

      Further than that, and I was in the minority of women in Skylar’s orbit. I didn’t know if the rumors of his sexual prowess were accurate. We’d agreed to wait for that final consummation of our relationship. That’s not to say we hadn’t gotten close. The thing was, we’d been a couple since neither of us could walk or talk. It was difficult to think of one another in romantic terms.

      The agreement of remaining pure was implied.

      Apparently, it was an agreement between Skylar and me, not him and...well, anyone else.

      My grip intensified on the steering wheel. It wasn’t the worsening conditions but the memory of finding the text message from my best friend and maid of honor, Beth.

      Let me backtrack.

      A year ago, at a large holiday gathering surrounded by family and friends along with some of the most powerful people in both our families’ world, Skylar took my hand and on bended knee proposed. Like everything else in his life, the entire scene was a performance. My smile and acceptance weren’t as important as the hushed whispers, the pregnant pause waiting for my answer, and the cheers from the crowd when I said yes.

      And then my fiancé was off for cigars and bourbon with our fathers and others in the same social sphere to celebrate the uniting of our families. It wasn’t as if I were forgotten. No, I now had an important role. I was immediately surrounded by our mothers and all the ladies in Chicago’s high society who could welcome me into the married world of Chicago’s finest.

      Becoming Mrs. Skylar Butler was a destination I never questioned. The road map had been not only sketched but written in ink since the day of my birth, just three months after Skylar’s.

      Time moved on. My wedding showers were completed. Our newly constructed home was mostly finished, filled with gifts and all the luxuries money could buy. Our two-week overseas honeymoon trip was booked, and RSVPs to the big day were coming in by the hundreds.

      Our wedding was set for New Year’s Eve.

      It will be—was to be—the event of the decade.

      No expense had been spared for the union of Julia McGrath and Skylar Butler.

      This was not only a love story—according to all the society pages—but the business deal of the century. My family lost majority interest in privately owned Wade Pharmaceutical before fiscal-year 2000 when our stock hold went below fifty percent. The reasons could be cited as bad management, the economy, or a number of decisions that didn’t pan out. Regardless, my family lost what we’d possessed since my great-grandfather founded the company.

      My family’s controlling interest existed by a paper-thin margin.

      Dad blamed it all on my grandfather’s decision to offer shares of Wade—a privately held company—to outside investors. Over time, the chosen investors sold to others, increasing the number of investors, weakening my family’s influence, and increasing liability. As was spelled out in my grandfather’s will, our family’s shares of Wade Pharmaceutical would transfer to me upon my fulfillment of his criteria, the final step being marriage.

      The Butlers held twenty-five percent of Wade stock. By combining the Butler and McGrath stock, the founding family could once again fend off attacks from Big Pharma. It was my father’s constant belief that a coup was in the works. He believed that the giants in the industry were picking up shares here, with another there, to swoop in and swallow up Wade.

      With my family’s thirty-nine percent and the Butlers’ twenty-five, Wade would be secure.

      The evening after my last bridal shower and a week before Christmas, Skylar and I were to attend a charity event at the Chicago Philharmonic. Before the performance, we drove out to our new estate, west of the city on a sprawling ten-acre plot of land—our future home.

      Skylar had laid his phone on the kitchen counter before going out back to check on some last-minute construction changes. Our wedding was only two weeks away, and the house needed to be ready upon our return from our honeymoon.

      When I saw my best friend’s name flash on the screen of his phone, I envisioned a planned pre-wedding surprise. I justified that she’d call Skylar; after all, we’d all known one another for years and also, she was the maid of honor in our wedding.

      Opening the text message, I was without a doubt surprised.

      “Oh no.” My scream echoed as the rental car lost its traction and began to spin, flinging me from the thoughts of the recent past to the here and now.

      Still a ways from my destination, my life flashed before my eyes as the white ribbon appeared to be replaced by trees and then back to the ribbon. Like a child’s top, I continued around and around.

      In those visions, I saw Skylar and myself as we were growing children. I recalled my desire to pursue literature and journalism, an unacceptable major for the future owner of a pharmaceutical company. Double majoring in business and literature, I squeezed in a minor in journalism from Northwestern. The academic road took me an additional semester, allowing me to complete my degree in time for the grand engagement.

      The car came to a stop, bringing me back to the present.

      Letting out my held breath, I laid my forehead on the steering wheel and closed my eyes. Opening them, I saw that I was no longer on the white ribbon of road. The hood of the car was mostly buried in a snowbank and from my vantage, it looked like the bumper must have stopped inches from a tall pine tree.

      I reached for my cell phone. There was no signal.

      Glancing into the rearview mirror, I saw my own blue eyes. “Happy holidays, Julia. You had a fiancé, a family, a company, and a brand-new home. Maybe you should have stayed.”

      Swallowing, I stared out at the white surrounding me.

      With each passing minute, determination surged through my veins.

      If I stayed in the car, I’d freeze.

      If I began walking, I could freeze.

      “You didn’t get here by staying put.”

      It was a conversation with myself; nevertheless, it was accurate.

      After learning that my best friend was expecting my fiancé’s baby, I bolted from our newly constructed home, leaving Skylar stranded. As I drove away, my mind spiraled with the shock of my uncertain future. Millions of thoughts swirled in a whirlwind only to settle with no distinguishable rhyme or reason. It was as one disconnected thought passed by that I grabbed ahold, recalling a job listing I’d seen nearly a month earlier.

      Pulling over outside Chicago, I searched, only to find the listing still existed. It read as follows:

      

      Financier seeks writer to pen memoirs. No experience required. Must be willing to live on-site until the project is complete. Salary negotiable. Contact Fields and Smith Agency for more information.

      

      It was a crazy idea—a crazy idea that would allow me to walk away from my life’s planned trajectory, and in the process, utilize my degree in literature and journalism. From the side of the road, I sent a message to the Fields and Smith Agency, a legal firm in Ashland, Wisconsin.

      Less than an hour later, I received a phone call. The gentleman on the other end of the call sounded older. He asked all the appropriate questions. It was when I asked who the financier was that Mr. Fields informed me that his client wanted to remain anonymous until it was time to meet a candidate.

      “Have I heard of this person?” I asked on the call.

      “I’m not certain who you’ve heard of, Miss McGrath.”

      “Is he old? Or is he a she?”

      “You will have your own quarters. My client’s gender and age are irrelevant.”

      “Is there something wrong with your client?”

      “No, miss. My client prefers his privacy, and this project is something he takes seriously. I assure you, if you are selected, you will be well compensated.”

      The only clue I’d managed to glean was that the client was male.

      It wasn’t compensation I sought. It was the chance to get away from my commitments and obligations—my shares of Wade would remain in my father’s hands—and to take some time away from all the lies I’d accepted, to find out what it was I truly wanted.

      “I’d like to have an interview, Mr. Fields.”

      “How soon can you get to Ashland?”

      “In a few days.”

      “There is the holiday.”

      “I am aware, Mr. Fields, but I’d like to move on to this opportunity or to something else.”

      My note to my parents simply said that the wedding was canceled, and I would be in touch. Throwing clothes and cosmetics into two suitcases, I waited until morning and began to drive. Hell, I didn’t even know who this client was who wanted privacy. I envisioned an old man on death’s door with war stories to tell—stories he felt would be relevant to someone.

      Before they’d passed, I’d been close with my grandparents. The idea of listening to some old man’s stories in the middle of nowhere and writing them down wasn’t unappealing. I wished I’d spent more time listening to my grandfather’s stories.

      Taking a deep breath, I secured my lined boots, added another layer of a down coat, and donned my gloves and hat. As I took one last look in the rearview mirror, determination continued to grow.

      I was here and by God, I wasn’t going to freeze to death in a car on the side of the road.

      Reaching for the door handle, I opened the latch. It took pushing with my full weight, but I finally managed to wedge the door open into the snowbank.

      After securing my belongings, minus my phone, in the trunk, I climbed up onto what was the road. Ducking my head from the pelting snow, I continued to follow the white ribbon.
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      The monologue in my head lost its ferocity. My self-absorbed determination to leave my life behind became more morose as I contemplated the possibility that I had facilitated that very goal—leaving my life, not by choice but by death.

      Despite my gloved hand protecting my face, my cheeks ached from the cold. My fingers and toes were numb as I trudged forward. During the hours of my drive, I’d seen only a half dozen other vehicles, and yet as I moved forward, that was what I yearned to see.

      The snow glistened as I imagined white light dancing on the newly fallen accumulation.

      Looking back, I hoped to see a car, a truck, or maybe a snowplow.

      I’d read about igloos. The thought came and went as I imagined digging into the growing drifts. It still seemed as if it would be cold, but at least I’d be out of the wind.

      The howl of the blowing wind played tricks as I searched again for a vehicle.

      Nothing.

      Time lost meaning as my thoughts went to my parents. I couldn’t imagine their disappointment at my behavior, at leaving the city before the holiday and two weeks before my wedding. And yet I loved them and I knew they loved me. We would work this out...unless I never returned.

      I spun again at the sound of something over the howling wind.

      Do mirages only appear in deserts?

      Two headlights pierced the snow-filled darkness, growing bigger and brighter.

      Is this real?

      My heart beat faster, my circulation returning and delivering pain to my extremities.

      Tears threatened to freeze on my cheeks as through the darkness, a black snow-covered truck appeared.

      Waving my arms with what little energy remained, I felt my knees give out as the truck came to a stop, and I fell to the snow. A face appeared before me. The air filled with small vapors as a man spoke.

      “Jesus, lady, are you all right?”

      Piercing green eyes stared down at me from below a bright orange hat and above a heavy brown coat.

      “Cold.” It was all I could articulate with my frozen lips.

      “Fuck,” the man muttered as he reached for my hand.

      “Ouch,” I called out as pain radiated from my fingers.

      The man’s head shook as he reached beneath me. “Can you lift your arms?” His deep voice rumbled through my freezing mind, cracking the ice and infiltrating it with warmth.

      I wasn’t sure if I answered, nodded, or spoke. My concentration was on doing as he asked and lifting my arms around his neck. Strong arms lifted me from the snow and pulled me toward his coat-covered chest. I tucked my cheek against him. As I inhaled against the warm material, the scent of a campfire such as those from real wood filled my senses.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      My teeth chattered as I tried to speak.

      Holding me with one arm, he opened the door to his truck and placed me on the seat. “I’m going to get you someplace warm.”

      Strapping the seatbelt over me, he inclined the seat. Marvelous warmth blew from the vents as I closed my eyes. The scent of burning wood brought back a happier time. I remembered sitting by the hearth in my grandparents’ cottage. It was on a lake with a real wood-burning fireplace.

      I fought to keep my eyes open. After all, this man was a stranger. My battle was in vain. With my energy depleted, the warmer world faded to unconsciousness.
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      I snuggled against the softness of the warm blanket moments before my eyelids fluttered open.

      Before me was a raging fire, flames jumped as damp logs snapped and crackled. The fireplace was made of sandstone, much like the one at my grandparents’.

      Panic bubbled within me at the prospect that maybe this was heaven, a place of comfort in my memory. Maybe there weren’t clouds, harps, streets of gold, and pearly gates. Instead, the afterlife was one of comfort. My stomach twisted in hunger.

      I shouldn’t be hungry in heaven.

      Raking my fingers through my disheveled hair, I began to look around. The only illumination was from the fire and a small kerosene lamp setting on a table. Sitting up, I wrapped the quilt tighter around me. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed my clothes lying over the footboard of the bed, stretched out to dry. Peeking under the quilt, I confirmed that I was only wearing my bra and panties.

      Wiggling my fingers and toes, I could feel them ache. The skin was red. My cheeks felt sunburnt, and my hair was unkempt.

      Quickly, I turned from side to side, wondering who I’d see, who was with me, and who took off my clothes.

      The cabin where I found myself was rustic like my grandparents’ place but smaller.

      “Hello?” I called.

      The only answer came from the fire’s sounds and the wind beyond the cabin walls. Through the windows the night sky was still filled with falling snow. It wasn’t difficult to tell that I was alone. There was nowhere to hide in one room.

      Faint memories of a man came to mind. Green eyes, an orange hat, and a deep voice.

      With my feet bare yet warmed, I stood; the aftereffects of the cold sent pins and needles to the soles. Tentatively, I walked around, admiring the quaintness of the furnishings. In the warm firelight, I ran my hand over each piece. Most appeared handmade, a table and two chairs, a bed with a wooden head- and footboard, and a wooden sofa with long cushions.

      Near the bed was a table with an old-fashioned pitcher and washbasin. Above the old china set was a cloudy oval mirror. The reflection in it wasn’t of the heir to Wade Pharmaceutical or the future Mrs. Butler.

      My long blond hair was wavy from the snow and drying by the fire. Any makeup I’d applied was gone, yet Mother Nature had left her mark. My cheeks and lips were pink. I ran my tongue over the bottom lip and then the top, bringing a bit of moisture.

      A quick check confirmed that my clothes were still too wet to be worn.

      The kitchen area, separated by the small table, consisted of a sink with an old pump, the kind that needed priming, a counter, some shelves, cupboards, and a stove that also used wood as fuel to create heat. Upon the two metal burners were an old coffeepot and a pan filled with water.

      I turned off the burner under the water as it was beginning to boil. Using a small towel, I held onto the coffeepot’s handle and lifted, pleased to find it heavy. Dark drops percolated within the glass top on the lid as the aroma of coffee joined the scent of the fire.

      While coffee would be good, my empty stomach hoped for more. I opened a cupboard to find a few cans of soup. By the way it looked beyond the windows, sending for Uber Eats was out of the question. That thought led me to thoughts of my phone. I found it on the table near the bed, without any signal and with a very low battery.

      There was nothing to suggest this cabin had electricity. Charging my phone or anything else was out of the question.

      The cool cement floor beneath my feet was covered with an array of rugs of all sizes. The wood walls gave the feel of a real log cabin. The farther I moved away from the fireplace, the cooler the air became.

      It was as I settled back on the thick blanket where I’d awakened and wrapped the quilt around me that the door to my side opened wide. A gust of cold wind filled with snow preceded the man from my memory. His arms were filled with logs. After giving me a quick glance, he kicked the door closed with his long leg. When he stood erect, he was tall, taller than me.

      I obviously didn’t know this man or anything about him other than he’d saved my life and apparently disrobed me, yet without a word, my pulse increased and my cheeks felt flush.

      His green eyes came my way before setting the logs in a round holder near the fireplace. Wiping his gloved hands one over the other, he dusted the snow, bark, and dirt to the floor. One by one, he pulled the gloves away from his long fingers, and still his gaze stayed glued on me.

      I tugged on the quilt, suddenly reminded that this had been the man who removed my clothes. By looking at him, it was impossible to judge his age in the firelight. He wasn’t old or young and yet something about him held my attention.

      The ends of his lips twitched, perhaps humored by my unease.

      Unzipping the front of his brown coat, he shrugged it off, shaking the snow to the floor. Next, he removed his stocking cap, revealing a crown of messy dark hair. Finally breaking his stare, he turned to hang the coat and his stocking cap upon a peg near the door. The shirt under it was flannel and unbuttoned over a thermal shirt beneath.

      Survival 101 came to mind with his layering.

      Without glancing at my clothes, I knew I’d failed that test.

      I worked my way to my feet and when he turned back, I spoke, “Thank you.”

      He lifted his chin. “Not exactly a good night for a walk.” His gaze went to the window as white swirled in the darkness. “Of course, you’re welcome to leave if you want.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want that, not now.”

      Nodding, the man walked to the stove and pulled two metal mugs from a shelf. Without asking, he filled both with hot coffee and brought one to me.

      His lips curled into a smile as he scanned the quilt and handed me the mug. “I usually try to introduce myself before I take off a lady’s clothes.”

      “Usually?”

      He nodded. “Usually. As with any rule, there are exceptions.”

      I placed the mug of coffee on the hearth and extended my hand. “Thank you for saving me. I’m Julia.”

      The flames reflected in his eyes like glowing embers. As I stepped closer, the aroma of the outdoors surrounded us, fresh and cool. Although he’d been outside, as his fingers encased my hand, his touch wasn’t cold. It was the opposite, as if there was energy within him flowing from him to me. Our connection was a jolt like I had never before experienced. It shot through me, electrifying my skin and sending sparks to my insides.

      Pulling my hand away, I stared down at it, wondering if he’d felt the same thing.

      What was it?

      Maybe it was from the near frostbite.

      As I lifted my chin, he began to speak. “Are you sure?”

      “Am I sure?”

      “Julia, perhaps you should reconsider your gratitude.” He looked around. “You’re in a remote cabin in a blizzard in northern Wisconsin without a way to contact civilization. Does that sound like you were saved?” Small lines formed around his vibrant green eyes as he grinned. “Or are you perhaps captured?”
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      My mouth felt suddenly dry as color drained from my cheeks. I feigned a laugh. “I believe saved. You see, I would have frozen to death without your help.”

      Amusement danced in his gaze along with the reflection of the fire. “Julia, I’m Van. I suppose now that we know one another’s names, taking off our clothes is acceptable.” He tugged on the sleeves of his flannel shirt and pulled it off, tossing it onto the sofa’s cushions. Without the flannel, a light gray thermal shirt remained, nicely stretched across his wide shoulders and chest.

      Sitting on the blanket, I said, “I believe I’m down to as few clothes as possible.”

      Van shook his head as he picked up his mug of coffee. “I know for a fact that’s not true.”

      Technically, he was right. I was still wearing my bra and panties.

      I reached for the mug I’d set on the hearth and wrapped my fingers around the warm metal. “How long do you think it will be until we can leave?”

      “If that was your car I saw down the road, I think you may need to consider a tow truck after the spring thaw.”

      “What?”

      “In all honesty, we’ll need some melting to find it. It was mostly buried.” He took a sip of his coffee. “I’m glad I saw it. That’s why I started looking for the driver.”

      A deep sigh left my lips. “It’s a rental car. I can’t tell the rental company I lost their car in a snowbank.”

      Van scoffed. “You could tell them you ran it off the road, but the good news is you didn’t hit a tree.”

      My mind went back to the car. “All of my things are in the trunk. I even left my purse in there.” I tilted my head toward the bed. “All I took with me was my phone.”

      He nodded. “That would be why I couldn’t find anything to identify you.” He tilted his chin toward the phone. “That’s not going to do you much good here. Once the snow stops, you may be able to go up the hill and get a signal. I recommend you save whatever battery you have.”

      My shoulders slumped as I shook my head. “It figures.”

      “And what is that, Julia?”

      “I finally decide to do something for myself and look at me.” My lips came together.

      The tips of his lips curled upward as his green gaze scanned me. “I’m looking.”

      Setting down the coffee mug, I stood again, pulling the quilt tightly around me and took a step toward the small table and kerosene lamp. A million things swirled in my head, not unlike the snow beyond the window. I didn’t know Van. That meant that I could keep quiet or maybe take the opportunity to vent. I decided on somewhere in between. “My whole life has been planned by others, and the one time I decide to take charge of it, I mess that up.” I pulled out one of the chairs from the table and sat. As I did, I ran my hand over the table’s surface. “Do you live here?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      “No.”

      My chin snapped up. “Who does?”

      “No one, to my knowledge.”

      “Are we trespassing?”

      “This cabin is used during hunting season. I thought given the weather that it would be empty. With as cold as you were, I didn’t want to risk trying to get into town and also driving off the road.”

      “Are you from around here?”

      Van nodded. “But you’re not.”

      “No,” I said with a sigh. “I thought I could...” My head shook. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Van reached for my coffee and brought it to me, placing it on the table. “Are you hungry?”

      “Famished.” I looked around. “Is there...food besides the old cans of soup?”

      He scoffed. “I see you’ve searched.”

      “There isn’t much to search.”

      “The good news is that I have a case of nectarines in my truck. And yes, there is always the soup.” He nodded toward a cupboard under the counter. “I’m not sure how old the cans are. We could search for expiration dates. There’s a pan to warm it if we want.”

      That reminded me of the pot of water on the stove. “I turned the water off, it was boiling.”

      Van nodded as he went to the pan and poured the water into a large jar. “This is to drink. I’m not sure about the water out of the pump. Boiling it first is best.”

      It felt as though I was secluded with one of those mountain men from the movies.

      “Why do you have nectarines in your truck?” I asked.

      “I like nectarines.”

      It was my turn to smile. “So you keep a case in your truck, just in case?”

      “I order them by the case, and I’d recently picked up a shipment from the post office in town. At this moment, I’m glad I forgot to take them into my house.”

      “Me too.”

      Van headed toward the door, and stopped, picking up his flannel shirt from where he’d dropped it on the sofa. “You’re welcome to keep wearing the quilt, but I would guess that this shirt would make a decent-length dress.” He brought it to me. “Your choice, but your clothes are still cold and wet.”

      I reached out and took the shirt. “Thank you.”

      “There isn’t a lot of privacy here. If you want to put it on, I’ll be outside for a minute getting our dinner.”

      Another thought came to me. “What about a bathroom?”

      “There’s an outhouse about twenty yards from the door.”

      For only a moment, my mouth dropped open. “You’re not serious.”

      He grinned. “As a matter of fact, I am. I even shoveled a path out to it when I went for more wood. And the increased accumulation of snow works like insulation. Once you’re inside, the wind won’t freeze you.”

      “The wind doesn’t need to—the cold will.”

      “Not if you hurry.”

      My head shook. “This is just unbelievable.”

      Van went to a skinny cupboard near the table with the old pitcher and basin. Opening it, he pulled out a pair of what appeared to be rubber pants, complete with boots and suspenders. “After you put my shirt on, you can wear these out to the outhouse.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What are those?”

      “Waders,” he replied as if I should have known the answer.

      “Waders? Aren’t those for fishing?”

      “Very good.”

      “You said the cabin is used for hunting.”

      “During the summer, it’s used to hunt fish,” Van said with a grin. “Instead of a gun, a fishing pole is used. There’s a large lake nearby.”

      “Nectarines.” I reminded.

      Leaving the waders on the bed, Van put his coat back on, his orange hat, and his gloves. When he turned my way, he winked. “I don’t think I’ve ever looked more forward to seeing that old shirt.”

      His gaze lingered a bit longer than it should’ve before he turned and disappeared beyond the door, leaving a powdering of snow on the floor in his wake.

      Despite the gust of cold air, Van’s comment warmed me from my head to my toes.

      How was it that this man I barely knew could incite that visceral response with a relatively benign comment about clothing and the man I was engaged to couldn’t or didn’t make me feel that way even when he was kissing and touching me?

      I refused to give that any more thought.

      Besides, I wasn’t engaged.

      Not anymore.

      Lifting my left hand, I stared at my bare ring finger.

      The last time I saw the huge four-carat diamond, it was on the counter next to Skylar’s phone and a note:

      

      Beth needs you. Goodbye, Julia.

      

      Of course, since I left, Skylar has tried to call and text. I haven’t answered.

      Taking one last look at the closed door, I dropped the quilt. As I reached for Van’s flannel shirt, the tempered air sent goose bumps over my skin and caused my nipples to tighten beneath my bra. Without thinking, I brought the soft material to my nose, closed my eyes, and inhaled.

      The fresh scent of soap, the aroma of fire, and the spice of cologne all created an enticing concoction that even in this short time had me thinking of Van. Slipping my arms into the sleeves, I realized that Van had been right; this could be a dress. As I began to button the front, the tails in the front and back came to just above my knees.

      While I had dresses that were shorter, wearing this man’s shirt—a man whom I barely knew—somehow felt more scandalous. I was in the process of rolling the sleeves up when the door opened. As he’d done before, Van used his booted foot to kick the door closed. This time, instead of logs, his arms were filled with a wooden crate that he set down on the floor. Between the slats of wood, the orange spheres made my mouth water.

      After shedding the hat, gloves, and coat, Van retrieved the crate from the floor and brought it to the kitchen counter. Once there, he turned in my direction and smiled. Without a word, his green stare scanned me from my messy hair to my bare toes.

      With each passing second, I became more self-conscious, and yet he didn’t speak. Van’s lips formed a straight line, his cheeks rose, and his eyes sparkled with flecks of gold I was just now noticing.

      “Thanks for the shirt,” I said, slapping my thighs with the palms of my hands. “It’s better than wearing that quilt.”

      “It definitely is.”

      His deeper tenor and slower cadence twisted my core and returned my nipples to their hardened state from the earlier cool air.

      “You’re making me self-conscious. What are you thinking?”

      Van walked around me, all the way around, the entire time keeping his eyes on me. “I think it’s better if I don’t say.”

      “What?”

      His smile grew. “I’m thinking that if I ever plan an abduction in the middle of a blizzard, I need to remember a flannel shirt because on you, it’s sexy as hell.”

      I lifted my hands to my cheeks, feeling the growing heat.

      Van took a step toward me. “Come on, Julia, there has to be a man in your life who tells you how damn sexy you are.”

      Swallowing, I turned away, avoiding the subject, and began to open the crate of nectarines.

      As I tugged on a plastic cord holding the lid in place, Van’s hand came over mine.

      The electricity from before returned.

      When I looked up, Van held a pocket knife in his other hand. “Step back so you don’t get cut.”

      Without speaking, I did as he said. The plastic snapped as the blade sliced through it. The muscles in his arms bulged as he lifted the lid and placed it under the counter. Turning, he held out a nectarine. “Dinner.”

      I took the golden and red fruit from him, careful that we didn’t touch again. “Thank you.”

      Retrieving our mugs, I added more coffee to each one and took them to the hearth. Even with the roaring fire, the air farther away was chilled. Basking in the warmth, I settled on the blankets and rugs where I’d awakened. After taking off his boots and leaving them by the door, Van joined me on the blanket.

      With our legs crossed, we both stared into the flames. Every once in a while, our knees would touch as we both ate our nectarines and drank our coffee. As the fire warmed me outside, the coffee and his incidental touches warmed me inside.
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      My teeth chattered as I opened the door to the outhouse and sheepishly smiled up at Van. The snow blew around us as he tucked me under his arm, and we hurried back to the cabin. Once inside, I shivered as I shrugged off my down-filled coat and looked down at the ridiculous waders.

      “Thank you for going out there with me.”

      “What good is it to hold a beautiful woman captive if I let her freeze to death?”

      “Or if she’s eaten by wolves.” I had been ready to venture outside to the outhouse by myself until I heard the howl of a wolf. There weren’t many literal wolves to deal with in the Chicago suburbs.

      “Wolf attacks are rare,” Van said with a grin.

      “Rare implies that they do occur.” Holding onto the wall, I pushed down the giant rubber waders until I could step out with one foot and then the other. When I turned, Van was looking in my direction. “If you say the waders looked sexy, I’ll know you’re lying.”

      He came toward me and grabbed the waders, taking them to the pegs on the wall to let them dry. “No, Julia, the waders aren’t sexy.”

      I nodded. “Maybe you don’t lie like other men.”

      My attention went to the one bed. I reached for a pillow. “I can sleep by the fire.”

      “There are plenty of blankets on the bed. You’ll be warm.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, pulling back layer after layer of blanket. “You’re right.”

      Van gestured out to the room. “I figured if all these blankets are out here, there would be plenty on the bed.”

      “Shit,” I said, noticing my phone. Picking it up, I saw that not only was there no signal, the battery was down to less than ten percent. “I meant to turn this off.” Once I did, I put it back on the bedside table. Slowly, I turned toward Van. His dark hair was mussed from the hat and there was dark stubble on his cheeks. His coat and boots were again near the door. Starting at the floor, I scanned his wool socks, long legs in faded denim, the way his shirt stretched over his chest and arms, his five o’clock shadow, high cheekbones, emerald green eyes, and back to his messy dark hair.

      It wasn’t until my scan reached his stare that I realized Van had been doing the same to me. Nervously, I ran my fingers through my hair and laughed. Seeing the door, I asked, “Should we lock that?”

      “If anyone finds their way out here, they deserve a warm shelter.”

      “But what if they’re bad people?”

      “What if I told you that I was a bad person?”

      I reached again for the pillow and hugged it in front of me. “I wouldn’t believe you.”

      Van took a step toward me. “Why?”

      I stepped back as I hugged the pillow tighter. “Because you saved me. You gave me coffee and fed me.” I grinned. “And protected me from the wolves.”

      He came even closer, his scent clouding my thoughts as he reached toward me and then...beyond me, pulling down the blankets on the bed. “Climb in, Julia. You’ll be warm in no time, and I promise it’s more comfortable than the floor.” He lifted his chin toward the fireplace. “I’ll sleep by the fire and keep it going so we don’t freeze.”

      Bending my knee, I knelt on the soft mattress and wiggled my way under the blankets. Once I did, Van pulled them up over me. For a moment he hesitated. Shaking his head, he turned, but before he could go, I seized his large hand.

      “Wait.”

      Turning his hand over, I ran my fingers over his palm. “Your hands, they’re not callous.”

      “I have a great lotion regimen.”

      A smile came to my lips. “I was beginning to think you lied about not living here. But if you lived out here and chopped wood, your hands would be rougher.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t try to figure me out.”

      “Is that mutual? Are you not trying to figure me out?”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, he sucked in a breath. “I already have you figured out.”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “Somewhere there’s a man who did you wrong. You’re searching for a life that isn’t planned out, and in the process, you found yourself stranded in a snowstorm.”

      “I wasn’t completely stranded,” I said. “I followed the white ribbon.”

      Van’s gaze narrowed. “The white ribbon.”

      “With all the snow, I couldn’t see the road, so I told myself to follow the white ribbon.”

      He nodded. “What did he do?”

      Pressing my lips together, I shook my head.

      “I don’t say this often, but I’m sorry he hurt you.” Van’s finger traced down my cheek in a display of familiarity that felt surprisingly right. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      “I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I think it was to get away.”

      His smile bloomed. “If that was it, I’d say you got it.”

      “I did.” When he started to stand, I again reached for his hand. “I just ended a...relationship, and I’m not looking for a new one.”

      “That’s good because I’m not the relationship kind.”

      “You’re the good kind, though. You didn’t need to rescue me or take care of me, but you did.”

      “Julia, I promise, I’m not good.”

      I fought the tears as I held tight to his hand. “I’m tired of pretending to be happy and pretending that everything is the way it should be. I thought maybe I could get away and find myself.” My gaze went to his eyes. Letting go of his hand, I reached up to palm his cheek. “I found you instead.”

      “I think technically, I found you.”

      I scooted over to the cold side of the bed. “You can sleep here. Maybe tomorrow the snow will have stopped.”

      Van shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I do.”

      “Listen, I’m not against a one-night stand. It’s that you’re not the kind of woman I would want a one-night stand with.”

      “Oh,” I said, turning away.

      “Shit.” Van reached for my chin and turned it back. “That was a fucking compliment. I’m the damn wolf you heard out there. It’s who I am in my private life and in my career. You are Little Red Riding Hood, and the last thing you should do is invite the wolf into your bed.”

      “Weeks before my wedding, I found out my best friend is pregnant and the man I was engaged to is the father.”

      “Fuck.”

      I nodded. “I’ll sleep over here. I’m not asking you to make love to me. I’m offering half the bed.”

      “I don’t work that way,” Van said as he walked away.

      My eyes closed as I tried to make sense of anything that had happened over the last forty-eight hours. The stress and cold had worn me down. I opened my eyes to see Van crouched near the fireplace, tending to the fire inside. His words made me wonder about him.

      What kind of private life did he have?

      What did he do in business that he considered himself a wolf?

      I was almost asleep when I heard the wind as the door opened. When I looked up, the kerosene lamp on the table was extinguished and Van was gone.

      He probably went to the outhouse, I told myself.

      Time passed.

      Uncertain of where he could have gone or if he’d leave me alone, I sat up against the hand-carved headboard and pulled the blankets over me. The fire snapped and crackled. The wind outside continued to blow. I reached for my phone to see the time, and then, remembering it was turned off, I set it back on the bedside stand. My eyelids grew heavy, but I refused to lie back.

      Finally, to my relief, the door opened. Through the firelight, I watched as Van took off his hat, gloves, coat, and boots. My lip disappeared behind my teeth as he unbuckled his belt, unfastened his blue jeans, and allowed them to fall to his ankles. His silk boxer briefs weren’t those of a mountain man. They showed each bulge and pulled tight over his muscular behind. Reaching over his head, he tugged on the back of his thermal shirt and pulled it over his head, revealing his wide chest with just the right amount of dark hair.

      Inconspicuously, I moved lower under the blankets so as to not alert him that I was still awake.

      The moving of the blankets and leaning of the mattress caused my eyes to open. “Van?”

      “You’ll regret this, Julia.”
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      Van slid under the blankets until he radiated warmth beside me. The twisting in my core at watching him disrobe turned painful as he turned to me, our noses nearly touching. His large hand gently came to my cheek as he pulled me closer until our lips met.

      His approach firm and strong, there was nothing tentative in it. Van tasted like coffee and nectarines as his tongue teased my lips, and I willingly allowed him entrance. Moans and whimpers echoed throughout the cabin as his touch skirted under the long flannel shirt, freeing my breasts from my bra and taunting my nipples.

      His green eyes blazed with the power of a raging forest fire as he stared down at me. “Take off my shirt.”

      It wasn’t a request. It wasn’t even disguised as a request. Van’s tone left no room for argument as my fingers hurried with the buttons, one by one until the final one was freed.

      Van pulled back the blankets as I freed my arms. With a quick move behind my back, he released the clasp on my bra, and without a word he removed it, sending it somewhere to the floor.

      His breathing deepened as he stared. “It took every fucking ounce of restraint to not do that when I undressed you, and now, you’re even more gorgeous than I imagined.” He leaned down, sucking one nipple and then the other. As soon as his warm lips would disappear, the cool air would attack.

      Blood rushed to my breasts, making them heavy as his five o’clock shadow abraded my skin.

      “Van.” I couldn’t articulate any further.

      His finger came to my lips. “You invited me, Julia. The rest is up to me.” Fire crackled in his stare. “That’s my rule. Can you follow rules?”

      The answer was that I could, I had all my life, but at this moment, it felt like the opposite, as if I was breaking free.

      “Julia.”

      I nodded against his finger. Opening my lips, I took it in my mouth and sucked.

      “Fuck,” he growled. His head dipped as he kissed lower, down my ribs, my stomach, and to the waistline of my panties.

      No longer was I stranded in a blizzard. I was lost in a cloud of wanton lust unlike any I’d experienced before. My mind was incapable of thinking beyond the bed, beyond Van, and beyond the assault on my sensory system. This must be what it was like to be with a man who knew how to please a woman and did so without fanfare. Van’s touch was commanding yet enticing.

      I couldn’t keep track of the ministrations of his lips or hands. Like a sculptor, he molded me to his liking, bringing me more pleasure than I knew existed.

      Whatever Van was doing, I wanted more.

      If I was asked when my panties disappeared, I wouldn’t be able to answer. If I was questioned on when his boxer briefs vanished, I’d be at an equal loss.

      My fingernails threatened the cotton sheets as he moved lower, nipping, licking, and lapping my core. My back arched and my knees squeezed as Van brought me to an orgasm unlike any I’d ever experienced.

      As I worked to catch my breath, Van’s green eyes appeared before me. “You said you didn’t invite me to this bed to make love.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t.”

      “I don’t want to make love, Julia. I’m so fucking hard; I want to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked.”

      “I never have.”

      His entire body stiffened. “What did you say?”

      “Please.” I held tight to his shoulders. “I’ve done...this...up to...but we stopped.” His eyes closed. “Van, I know I may never see you again. Hell, I don’t even know your last name, but I saved myself for someone who didn’t deserve me and look where it got me. I want this. Please, fuck me.”

      His head shook. “You really don’t know what you’re asking for.”

      I reached my hand lower, finding his hard cock. Wrapping my fingers around him as best as I could, I ran my hand up and down. “I do.”

      With his body between my bent legs, Van pushed up on his hands on either side of me. My heart beat in triple time as he stared down at me. “I want to take you.”

      “Do it.”

      “I’ll hurt you and that won’t stop me.”

      I wiggled my hips. “I’ve been hurt, Van. This is physical and I promise I can take it.”

      There were things I’d built up in my head. I made them out to be better or worse than they were. The Eiffel Tower was smaller than I imagined. The British crown jewels were more spectacular than I anticipated. Sex was always right outside my reality. I’d heard other women talk, and I’d read books. As Van and I came together as one, the union was both worse and better.

      I cried out, unable to stifle my scream as Van took what I’d saved for someone else.

      Even though he said my pain wouldn’t stop him, it did. He stilled and brought his nose to mine. “I promise it will get better.”

      Swallowing, I nodded. “I believe you.”

      The worst was over as the better grew.

      Like a volcano, the heat within me increased. Van didn’t only satisfy my core, filling me completely, he also tended to the rest of me, and his touch was everywhere. Synapses fired and nerve endings responded. Never had I been so alive or so lavished with attention.

      The ecstasy didn’t end with my next orgasm or even his.

      Throughout the night one of us would wake and it would begin again.

      I wasn’t certain when it occurred to me that we hadn’t used protection. As soon as it did, I justified that I was on birth control—after all, I was to be on my honeymoon in two weeks. While I hoped Van was clean, I couldn’t ignore the way he felt inside me, his skin against mine, and our bodies united.

      Finally, sleep won.

      When I awoke, light seeped through the windows and the bed at my side was cool. Moving, I felt tenderness where I never before had been tender. As memories came back of everything we’d done the night before, a smile came to my lips.

      Sitting up, I saw Van near the fireplace, teasing the embers. He was fully dressed as he’d been before coming to bed.

      “Good morning,” I said sheepishly.

      “I let the fire go out. I should have it going soon.” He turned my way. “Stay under the covers. It’s probably forty degrees or less out here.”

      I wiggled my nose, realizing it was cold. “After you get the fire going, you could join me.”

      Van remained quiet, his concentration on his job as fire master.

      I saw the glow radiate against his skin at the same time the logs began to snap.

      Van stood tall and walked toward me. “Julia, if things were different... If I were different, I would want a woman like you in my life. I’m not different. I told you that you’d regret last night, and I am sure you do.”

      My head shook. “I don’t.” Keeping the blankets up to my shoulders, I sat against the headboard. “Van, I’m not some damsel in distress.” I giggled, thinking that was exactly who I was. “Not usually. I’m not looking for a man to save me. I don’t regret last night. I’ll carry it with me forever. You made me feel desired and...” I searched for the words. “Good.” That simple word was the perfect description. “I felt good and real, the way it feels to not pretend. It felt amazing. I don’t need to know your last name or you mine. I’m on the pill. We don’t owe one another anything. This was two people stranded along the white ribbon.”

      Van took a deep breath. “The snow has stopped. I was going to walk out to the road. If it’s plowed, I think we can get you into town. As for your car—”

      I waved him off. “Town is good. Ashland, right?”

      “Yes, that’s the closest town with resources you’ll need.” He came closer.

      “Good. I have reservations at a hotel there. I’ll deal with my car later. You, Van no-last-name, have done your part in rescuing this damsel.” I reached for his hand. “I regret nothing. I hope you don’t.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I have regrets, but last night isn’t one of them. My regret is that I’m not someone else.”

      My cheeks rose. “I like who you are.”

      “You don’t know who I am.” Walking to the end of the bed, he lifted my clothes from the footboard. “Your clothes are dry.”

      “Then I guess I’m done wearing your shirt.”

      “I’ll never look at that shirt the same way.”

      “You don’t owe me any promises,” I said as I pulled back the covers. Turning to Van, I asked, “Have you seen my panties?”
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      “Miss McGrath?” the older gentleman asked, standing to shake my hand.

      I reached forward and shook Mr. Fields’s hand. “Thank you for seeing me today.”

      “I was surprised you were able to get here so soon. We’ve had some difficult weather.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks as I recalled the difficult weather. “Yes, I had a problem with my rental car. Thankfully, Chase at the automotive shop was able to rescue it and all of my belongings.”

      I was currently dressed for success. With a silk blouse, high-waisted black slacks, and high-heeled black boots, I wasn’t left to interview in a shirt owned by a man with only a first name. Yet as I stood in the office of Fields and Smith, I knew that the white ribbon had taken me to a place that not only rescued me from the cold but also showed me that I could survive without Skylar or life’s well-laid plans.

      “You’re wrong, Van. I don’t regret a thing.” That was my thought as I waited for my interview.

      I deleted the numerous text messages from Skylar from my now fully charged phone. I’d spoken to my mother. She was caught somewhere between supporting my decision and not. “There’s more than love involved here,” she told me more than once.

      She was right. There was also fidelity and trust.

      I’d also spoken to my friend Vicki. She was supposed to be my bridesmaid. Vicki, Beth, and I had been close since high school. Vickie was shocked to hear my news. “I swear, if I knew, I’d have told you,” she’d said.

      I wanted to believe her, unwilling to lose both of my best friends to Skylar’s infidelity.

      Over the past few days, I’d also gotten a feel for the beautiful Great Lake shore town. Ashland was a city with a small-town feel. Despite the snowfall, the streets and sidewalks were cleared, allowing residents and visitors to walk about. From my hotel, I found the cafes, restaurants, and stores inviting and the people welcoming. Many of the downtown buildings had some of the prettiest murals I’d ever seen.

      Mr. Fields appeared. “Miss McGrath, Mr. Sherman will see you now.”

      “Is he your client?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, Donovan Sherman is a private man. He’ll have the only voice in your hiring. Please don’t take it personally if he decides against it. As I said, he’s private and particular.”

      “He wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. I can’t promise you more than that.”

      As I walked down the hallway toward the conference room, a step behind Mr. Fields, I decided private would be nice. If I got the job offer, I liked the idea of having time to myself.

      Mr. Fields opened the door.

      The man within, younger than the old man I anticipated, was turned toward the window. His attire was what I’d expected, an expensive suit all the way to the cuff links and Italian loafers. His shoulders were broad and the suit was custom, accentuating his toned torso and trim waist. It was as he turned that I sucked in a breath, the blood drained from my face, and my knees felt weak.

      “Mr. Fields,” Van said, his green gaze fixed on me, “thank you. I’ll let you know if we need you.”

      “Mr. Sherman, I’m willing to stay and—”

      Van interrupted, “That won’t be necessary.”

      As Van spoke, the fire from the cabin ignited in his eyes.

      Once Mr. Fields was gone, Van came closer. “Am I to think this was all coincidental?”

      “You said your name was Van.”

      “Donovan. Van is shortened.”

      Honestly, Mr. Fields had never told me his client’s name. Shaking my head, I turned to leave. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sherman, this isn’t what I was...”

      He reached for my hand. “When I saw the name Julia on the schedule and read your résumé, I had to know if it was you.”

      My hand tingled in his with the electricity of our first touch.

      “I-I...I’m not looking for anything except a job to take me away from my life.”

      “Write my story, Julia. Once you learn about the real me, you’ll be able to see me for the wolf I warned you I am.”

      “You want me to stay?”

      “You realize the job description includes living on my estate.”

      A smile crept across my lips. “Estate? It’s one room.”

      “No. That was a cabin on the outskirts of my property. You’ll have your own suite.”

      “Isn’t that generous?”

      His green eyes shimmered. “At first.”

      Van opened a briefcase on the table and removed something small, holding it in his hand. “I got this object on the far-fetched chance that Julia McGrath was Julia no-last-name.”

      “What is it?”

      “Will you take the job?”

      “I don’t need the money,” I said. “I want you to know that.”

      Van’s head tilted. “Before you answer, I have an even more enticing proposition.”

      My pulse increased. “I’m only looking for a job.”

      “I told you that I’m a wolf in business. I take opportunities when they present themselves.”

      I shook my head. “I just walked away from a relationship that involved business.”

      “And Skylar Butler fucked your best friend.”

      I sucked in a breath. “How do you know that?”

      “You told me.”

      “I never told you his name.”

      Van’s jaw clenched. “Do you want to fuck him back?”

      I took a step away and walked toward the window, looking out on snow-blanketed Ashland and a frozen Chequamegon Bay. The snow globe had settled over a quaint community. “I told you, we never—”

      Van was behind me, his warmth on my back and his breath at my collarbone sending chills over my skin. “Figuratively, Julia. I have the answer. Marry me.”

      I spun around until my breasts were against his strong, solid chest. Tilting my chin upward, I asked, “What?”

      “It can be in name only. You’ll live with me. Sex will be...discussed. I made some inquiries and called in a few favors. As of this morning, I own twenty-one percent of the shares of Wade. Marry me and send Skylar and Marlin Butler into bankruptcy or at least out of Wade Pharmaceutical.”

      “I don’t know how you know this. Did you save me for this reason?”

      He laughed. “I had no idea who you were, just as you didn’t know who I was.” He lifted my left hand. “I’m well aware that you don’t need money, but you do need controlling interest in your family’s company. Without that controlling interest, you’ll need money. Your father’s paranoia is justified, just not coming from the direction he believes. Marlin Butler has been in negotiations with two large pharmaceutical companies. He has plans for Wade. He’s been biding his time, waiting for his son to marry you to make himself very wealthy at the expense of your family’s company.”

      I couldn’t believe what Van was saying and at the same time, I did. I imagined a grand scheme orchestrated by Marlin Butler. I knew deep down that the man who claimed to be my father’s best friend was capable of what Van suggested.

      Did Skylar know? Was he part of the plan or an unknowing pawn like myself?

      “Marry me, Julia. You don’t need the money, but together we’ll secure controlling interest in Wade Pharmaceutical, and as a bonus, I’ll enjoy watching the Butlers squirm.”

      “Van, I...I don’t know you.”

      “You know what it’s like to have me inside you.” His voice dropped an octave, twisting my core. “You yourself said you and Butler never went that far. You were going to marry a man you didn’t really know, one who fucked your best friend. Marry one who you know can satisfy you.”

      Still holding my left hand, Van turned mine palm up and laid something light in my grasp. When his hand moved, I saw it. A white ribbon.

      “Say yes. Say the white ribbon brought us together.”

      My heart beat against my breastbone as I stared down at the coiled ribbon in my hand. When I looked up, his emerald stare was on me.

      “Come, Miss McGrath, I require an answer.”

      “If I say yes, is that my invitation to you?”

      “Are you asking if the rest is up to me, if from now on I’m in control?”

      I nodded, remembering what he’d said as he joined me in the bed.

      “Do you regret following that rule in the cabin?”

      “No, but even you said that rules have exceptions.”

      “Not that one. My rule hasn’t changed.” He grinned. “That doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy your plays for power. Let’s see where this ribbon leads. Marry me.”

      “Will I regret it?” I asked, recalling Van’s warning from before.

      “Maybe.” When I didn’t respond, he added, “Less than you’d regret marrying Butler.” His eyebrows rose. “Your answer?”

      It was the most insane thing I’d ever contemplated doing, and I’d contemplated more than a few less-than-sane things over my twenty-four years.

      Seeing Van with my smaller hand in his, for the first time, I felt the flutter that was supposed to accompany this question. With his intense gaze shining down on me, it was only the two of us as it had been in that cabin. There was no large hall filled with people and no big presentation. My answer wouldn’t incite cheers and applause. No one would hear it except the man who proposed.

      There wasn’t even a ring, only a white ribbon.

      I closed my fingers around the ribbon. “Yes, Van, I’ll marry you.”
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