
  
    [image: BLACK KNIGHT]
  

  
    
      
        
          [image: Tiny]
        

      
      
        
          [image: Spacer]
        

      
      
        
        Book #4 of the SIN series

        Aleatha Romig

      

      

      
        
          [image: Spacer]
        

      
      
        
        New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and USA Today bestselling author of the Consequences series, Infidelity series, Sparrow trilogies: Web of Sin, Tangled Web, Web of Desire, and Dangerous Web, and the Devil’s Series Duet

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        COPYRIGHT AND LICENSE INFORMATION

      

      

      
        
        BLACK KNIGHT

      

      

      
        
        Book 4 of the SIN series

        Copyright @ 2022 Romig Works, LLC

        Published by Romig Works, LLC

        2022 Edition

        ISBN: 978-1-956414-25-7

        Cover art: Letitia Hasser at RBA Designs/ Romantic Book Affairs

        Editing: Lisa Aurello

        Medical Consultant: Sharon Weir, BSN, RN, CIC

        Psychology Consultant: Sarah Nealy, MA, MA, NCC, LPC-R

        Formatting: Romig Works, LLC

        Proofreader: Stacy Zitano Inman

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        2022 Edition License

      

      

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the appropriate retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: BK]
        

      
      “Somewhere in the world there is a defeat for everyone. Some are destroyed by defeat, and some made small and mean by victory. Greatness lives in one who triumphs equally over defeat and victory.” ~ John Steinbeck, The Acts of King Arthur and his Noble Knights.

      

      When the secrets of Donovan’s past sins are revealed, his and Julia’s snow globe is threatened. With both personal and business endeavors at stake, he and Julia are forced to face the threats and dangers head-on, recognizing that villains don’t always lurk in the shadows and allies come from the most unexpected of places.

      

      
        
        Who will be left standing when the final curtain falls?

        Will what started on a dark, snowy night survive the sun’s light?

      

      

      

      Don’t miss a second of the much-anticipated conclusion to the Sin series.

      

      From New York Times bestselling author Aleatha Romig comes a brand-new age-gap, family saga, chance meeting, contemporary romantic-suspense novel in the world of high finance, where success is sweet and revenge is sweeter.

      

      
        
        Have you been Aleatha’d?

      

      

      *BLACK KNIGHT, a full-length novel, is book four, the final novel in the Sin Series. Join the emotional ride along the white ribbon: begin with RED SIN, continue with GREEN ENVY and GOLD LUST, and find the dramatic conclusion in BLACK KNIGHT.
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        The end of GOLD LUST

      

      

      
        
        Julia

      

      

      The cape slipped from my fingertips as I blinked. The room around me wobbled, much like the illusion of heat on hot pavement. The temperature began to rise.

      Margaret slouched down on the sofa.

      “Margaret?” Her name from my lips sounded odd. “Vicki,” I yelled her name as her glass of champagne shattered on the edge of the hearth and she reached for the mantel.

      “Don’t drink it…” she mumbled as her knees buckled.

      I’d only had a sip of the champagne, not as much as either of the other ladies. Yet my hands began to tremble as I tried to steady myself.

      “You aren’t wearing the pearls.”

      I turned to the unfamiliar voice. Blinking, I tried to focus. “W-what are you doing here?”

      It was the woman from the consignment shop, the same one at the coffee shop.

      The dress she wore matched mine.

      The exact same.

      In her grasp, she was holding the box with the pearls. “Let me help you.”

      I pushed my way past her to the bathroom. Turning on the faucet, I splashed water to my lips.

      The light-haired woman came around the corner. “You’re very pretty. Of course, you do have youth…that will fade.”

      My stomach cramped as I leaned forward. “Please leave.”

      My thoughts went to my phone, but I couldn’t recall where I’d put it. “My bodyguard….”

      “Oh, I think it’s time for you to rest, Julia.”

      “No. My wedding.”

      She had my champagne flute. “Here. Take another drink.”

      I shook my head, swiping the flute from her grasp. The crystal exploded upon impact. Shards of glass and liquid littered the floor. “Vicki.” I tried to scream, but my voice was merely a whisper. My fingers blanched as I held tight to the vanity. “I…I.”

      The woman smiled as my knees gave out and the cramping increased.

      On my knees, I could see her lips moving and hear her voice, but everything around me was too far away—as if I were watching through a telescope. I flinched as she leaned down, pulling the hairpiece from my hair.

      From my place on the floor, I watched as she added the accessory to her hair. “I need to hurry. It’s my wedding day.”

      “Who…?” I wasn’t sure if the word was audible. “Who are you?”

      Her smile faded as she adjusted a necklace with a large solitary diamond in the reflection. “You know who I am.”

      I shook my head. The pieces weren’t falling into place.

      “I’m the woman Van loves, the only one he’s ever loved.”

      Her smile reminded me of a cartoon—too large and too exaggerated.

      This woman wasn’t real. She was a caricature in my mind.

      “Van…” I could barely form the word. Everything was losing focus. “You’re…?”

      “You know who I am,” she said again. “I’m Madison.”
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        Van

        From the end of GOLD LUST onward

      

      

      

      A memory came back, one I’d tucked away, an action I’d intended for good. Or maybe it was manipulation. The deed was my way of planting a seed of doubt, offering an escape and a refuge. I’d wanted Madison to have an alternative, an option to leave Phillip and come back to me. What I did occurred so long ago that I’d blocked the memory.

      I’d moved on.

      My heart raced with the memory.

      Despite my efforts to keep Julia safe, I’d promised Madison a haven, a place to go if she and Brooklyn needed to escape. I’d given her access.

      If Madison was on my property, there was only one option.

      I put the truck in gear and turned the wheel. “I have to go, Lena. I need to call my security.”

      “Van, where do you think she is?”

      The racing of my circulation buzzed in my ears as I came to grips with the answer to Lena’s question. “Fuck, she’s in the house with Julia.”

      “I don’t believe my sister is dangerous.”

      “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “Shit,” she said. “Hurry.”

      I hit the disconnect button and called Julia’s cell phone. It went immediately to voicemail. My tires screeched as I accelerated on the main road. Trees whizzed by in a blur as other cars appeared to be standing still.

      Hitting the screen on the dashboard, I called Albert’s number.

      My breath caught as he answered. “Albert, is Ms. McGrath okay?”

      “She’s upstairs. Margaret said they needed a few more minutes.”

      “Go up there. I’m on my way.”

      “Your brother?” Albert asked.

      “No, his wife. His ex-wife. Fuck, it’s a woman.”

      “A woman…the DNA…”

      He didn’t need to finish. The ache in my chest told me I was right.

      “Albert, open the front gate. I’m not slowing down.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The call disconnected as memories flashed in my mind’s eye and my heart raced.

      The dream I’d wanted for so long had come true—Madison had come back.

      That fruition was no longer a dream.

      It was a nightmare.

      Banging my hand against the steering wheel, I muttered, “Fuck, Madison. Why now?”

      Lena said Madison had been out of the hospital for a month. And all that time, she’d been here, living on my land, in the cabin and the guesthouse. She’d waited for our return. The knowledge caused acid to bubble in my gut.

      Gripping the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles blanched as I pushed the accelerator to the floor. The gate moved as I approached, opening enough for me to pass through.

      The truck’s tires sent loose snow and ice in a rooster tail as I sped up the private driveway. The only vehicle in front of the house was Albert’s. “Please don’t let me be too late.”

      I screamed for Albert as I jumped out of the truck and ran up the front steps to the house. There was only a slight hesitation as I laid my palm over the sensor and the locks disengaged.

      “Ms. McGrath.” Albert’s voice could be heard from the front French doors as I barreled into the house.

      Taking the staircase two or three steps at a time, I ran to the second-floor landing and down the hallway toward the master bedroom suite.

      “Sir?” Albert turned my way. “The suite is locked. I don’t hear anyone.”

      “Break down the fucking doors.”

      He pulled a pistol from beneath his coat, his gaze coming to mine as he pointed it at the ornate doorknobs and lock.

      “Fucking do it,” I said, taking a half step back. Raising my volume, I yelled to Julia, “Stand back.”

      The gun’s blast reverberated throughout the hallway as the metal and wood splintered. Barely a second later, Albert cleared the way, pushing the broken doors inward with his shoulder.

      My breathing stopped and my feet forgot to move as I took in the front room of our suite.

      “Fuck,” I growled as my eyes scanned.

      Prepared for the wedding, wearing a green dress, Vicki lay crumpled on the floor near the fireplace. Broken glass littered the hearth. Upon the sofa, slouched against the cushions, Margaret appeared to be sleeping, a crystal flute lying on the carpet by her hand.

      Albert hurried to Margaret and I to Vicki.

      “She has a pulse,” Albert said.

      With two fingers, I pressed against Vicki’s neck. “I think she has one.” Fuck it could be my own. “Call for an ambulance.”

      Vicki’s eyelids fluttered. “Julia.”

      “Vicki, I’m here,” I said, staring down at her and lifting her head. “Where is she? Where’s Julia?”

      “Help her…”

      “Fuck.” I shook Julia’s best friend, but her eyes were again closed. I shouted to Albert, “Get an ambulance here now.”

      As I gently laid Vicki’s head down on the carpet, I saw the bottle of champagne on the table. I’d seen the bottle in the kitchen earlier and assumed it was for our later celebration. The pieces of the puzzle fell into place.

      The bottle was opened.

      Dropped crystal flute.

      Broken crystal on the hearth.

      Fuck.

      “Poison.” I looked at Albert. “I think they’ve been poisoned.” My teeth clenched at the possibility.

      What kind of poison?

      Surely Madison wasn’t homicidal…was she?

      Standing, I looked around the front room, my fingers clenching into fists at my side. “Where the fuck is Julia?”

      With my pulse drumming in triple time, I rushed from room to room, opening doors—the office, the exercise room, the bedroom. Lastly, I hurried to the bathroom.

      Crystal shards glistened on the tile floor.

      No Julia.

      Albert was speaking on his phone in the front room as I hurried back into the bedroom to search the one spot I’d missed. Holding my breath, I opened the large closet. The presence of Julia’s clothes and personal items was a kick to my heart.

      Her things were present.

      Not her.

      “The ambulance is coming,” Albert said, sticking his head into the bedroom. “Ms. McGrath?”

      I shook my head.

      The new security system came to mind.

      I pulled my phone from my coat pocket and pulled up the screen with the heat sensors. The schematic of the floor plan appeared. On the second floor, I saw our four circles of light. It was on the first floor that I saw one. “Shit, she’s downstairs.”

      As we started to leave, Margaret began coughing and choking. “Stay and help her.”

      A cold breeze blew from the first floor as I made my way out of the suite and onto the landing. The French doors and the large front door beyond were open wide. Standing at the railing, I peered down at the solitary figure in a cream cape standing in the open doorway with her back to the house.

      Déjà vu.

      Years ago, I stood a story above, calling out to Madison and my brother. I’d been distraught that Madison was leaving, that she was doing what she’d promised, and that I wasn’t her first choice. My fingers gripped the railing, knowing that despite the way the person below was dressed, it wasn’t Julia.

      I’d wasted too many years on a dream that wasn’t meant to be.

      The fates dropped my perfect woman into my world when I least expected her.

      Now it was up to me to save her, save her from my past sins.

      Despite my belief, I called out the name of the woman I loved. “Julia.”

      The figure squared her shoulders, becoming perfectly still.

      I tried one more time. “Julia?”

      Silence was my answer.

      The cold January breeze fanned the velvet cape as the figure moved, stepping toward the open doorway. Hurrying down the stairs, I saw her silhouetted by the glare of the afternoon sunshine. In the bright light with the snow as a backdrop, she appeared to be a ghost or an illusion, dressed all in white.

      “Stop.”

      It was as I reached the first floor that she turned, her green orbs staring from beneath the faux fur. They were the eyes in my dreams and now my nightmare.

      Everything within me said to charge after Madison, to demand that she tell me what she’d done with Julia. The urge fueled my forward progress, yet it was her stance and the way she shuddered that sent cold over my skin.

      She blinked as her head tilted. “How are you here?”

      “I live here, Madison.”

      She sighed in relief. “Van.” A grin curled her lips seconds before she spoke. “I see you.” There was a soft melody to her tone, as if she were singing.
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        Julia

        Minutes earlier

      

      

      Looking up from where I sat on the floor, my lips moved slowly, trying to form the name. “Mad-i-son.”

      I knew that name, yet my thoughts were easily distracted. With each blink of my eyelids, colors glistened from the bathroom lights.

      A prism cast from each bulb with all the colors of the rainbow. Such as the aurora borealis dancing across the night sky, these colors danced over the walls, reflecting from the mirrors, glass, and fixtures.

      The light show was stunningly mesmerizing, a kaleidoscope and I was within it.

      My palms ran over my stomach.

      Lace.

      My dress was inside the light show.

      No, this wasn’t real.

      I needed to stand.

      Reaching for the vanity, I willed myself to rise. Before I could stand fully erect, pain twisted my stomach with agony. The colors surrounding me intensified, becoming harsher—more vivid reds. Vibrant blues. “Help.”

      Did my word leave me or was it inside my head?

      My stomach lurched as I collapsed, my hands and knees once again back to the floor. Acid and bile bubbled within me, their sour toxins threatening my gag reflex. Crawling, I made my way toward the toilet. In a small room by itself, I pushed forward, lifting my face to the basin milliseconds before the contents of my stomach came up. Perspiration coated my skin as heave after heave racked my body. Bile and vomit left my tongue and mouth bitter as I coughed and spit.

      “Poor Julia.”

      My hands trembled as I turned toward the woman. She’d told me her name, but I couldn’t remember. Oh yes. That’s right, she was from the store. “Help me.”

      From the store…

      I looked around.

      This was Van’s bathroom—our bathroom within our house.

      Why is the lady from the store here?

      When she bent down, I saw her diamond necklace and noticed the lace of her dress. It was the same as mine.

      I looked toward my lap.

      Am I still wearing the dress?

      I was.

      In her hand, she had a cup. “Take this. Drink. You’ll feel better.”

      The liquid swished as I tried to hold the glass in my shaking grasp.

      Moving her head from side to side, she took the cup and lifted it to my lips. “Here.”

      The cool liquid coated my tongue as I began to drink.

      No.

      This tasted wrong.

      It was more of the champagne.

      The contents spewed as I spit into the toilet. “I need water.”

      “You have to drink this. You can’t ruin all my plans.” Grasping my hair, she pulled, tugging back my head. I cried out at the pain in my scalp as she tipped my face up and again brought the rim of the cup to my mouth.

      Fighting, I sealed my lips together.

      “Stop being difficult.” She held my nose between her fingers. It was as I gasped for air that she poured more liquid between my lips and held my chin high. Despite my efforts, to move, she held her hand over my mouth. Falling to my bottom on the tile floor, I swallowed as some of the contents dribbled down my chin and onto my dress.

      Once she removed her hand, I pleaded, “Stop.”

      The fair-haired woman looked down at me with a new expression. No longer the helpful woman from the store, her green gaze now showed disdain. And then she was gone.

      I peered around the room.

      My phone.

      Faintly, I recalled my friends…Margaret and Vicki.

      Where are they?

      If I could just get up…

      I put my hands on the rim of the toilet and moved to my knees. My hands and legs trembled. The room tilted and swayed. The new contents of my stomach lurched upward. Again, my head was over the toilet as I gagged and spit.

      As colorful polka dots danced behind my eyelids, I recalled the new alarm system.

      Van had told me how to call for help. There was a number on the keypad. No, it was a sequence of numbers. My phone. Albert. Van.

      I laid my head on my arm.

      My disjointed thoughts came too slowly to act on.

      The bathroom door opened, banging against the wall. I squinted as the woman came my way. She was wearing my cape with the hood. Before I could speak, she stabbed something sharp into my arm.

      “Ow,” I cried out.

      The needle didn’t hurt as much as when she pushed the contents under my skin.

      Fire.

      Heat.

      Pain.

      I tried to scream.

      Nothing came out.

      “You really should learn to cooperate, Julia.”

      The excruciating liquid circulated through my bloodstream. I wanted to claw at my skin, but I couldn’t move. Blinking, I lay on the bathroom floor watching the colors from the lights. The woman’s face was close as she knelt beside me.

      As if I weren’t present, I watched as she lifted my hand and pulled my engagement ring from my finger.

      I was here but not.

      My eyelids blinked.

      The room moved.

      No, it was me who moved.

      The scene might even be comical if I were watching instead of a participant.

      My brain put the pieces together, but again, I was separate—a voyeur.

      The woman in the cape pulled me by my feet.

      This wasn’t real.

      It was a nightmare.

      I continued moving. Across the bathroom tile, the bedroom carpet, the hardwood of the hallway…the marble hallway. I wanted to reach out to the passing doorjamb, yet I couldn’t move. The different floor coverings tingled my shoulders and arms. The pain from the sharp object was almost gone. Each time I blinked I was somewhere new. Everything was upside down.

      Am I dying?

      Lifting me by my shoulders, she pulled me over stairs. Her words and musings no longer made sense, such as a garbled radio station out of tune. Static filled my ears and thoughts as she continued pulling me, stair after stair. I watched helplessly as my legs thumped the stairs. I lost one shoe and then the other. The thigh-high stockings rolled around my ankles.

      I was alone.

      The colors were gone.

      Darkness.

      Tears came to my eyes.

      I want to live.

      I want to love.

      Light came briefly as my shoes were thrown, landing near me.

      Darkness.

      A closed door.

      Did I hear a lock?

      Smoke?

      I had one final thought before unconsciousness won.

      Van.
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        Van

      

      

      

      “I see you,” Madison said again as the cold air swirled around us.

      My breath caught.

      Fuck.

      What Madison said was the same thing I’d said to her on her wedding day.

      I cleared my throat. “You aren’t supposed to see me.”

      Not totally déjà vu.

      This time our lines were reversed.

      Recalling what Lena had said about Madison’s mental health, I forced my timbre to calm, so as to not spook or frighten the woman before me. For the first time since she and I met so long ago, I felt an unusual emotion at seeing and being near her.

      I felt fear.

      It slithered through my veins and peppered my flesh with goose bumps.

      This was more than the outside temperature. Bitter, chilling me to my bones.

      In that second, I saw that the life Madison had once lived was gone.

      The woman staring back at me was not the same person who at one time I’d loved. That woman had been filled with life. Despite the battles around her, she was carefree, living each day satisfied and content. Now, gratification no longer shone in her green orbs. The zest was gone.

      Julia had said Phillip’s eyes lacked the gold she saw in mine. Madison’s eyes lacked too. She wasn’t a ghost, but instead a shell of the woman I’d known. Life had not gone as she planned. She had been hurt, abandoned, and forgotten. It was Phillip who’d taken Madison to be evaluated and finally committed to the facility, but now I was in her sights.

      And also Julia.

      Swallowing, I thought back to Madison’s wedding and said the next thing she’d said to me, “The wedding is about to start.”

      “I couldn’t wait.” She lifted her hand to me.

      Rage bubbled like a cauldron inside me at the sight of Julia’s engagement ring on Madison’s finger. I swear I smelled the smoke of the fire within me. My nostrils flared as I fought to maintain control. “It’s only a few minutes.”

      Her head tilted as her hand fell to her side. “I wish I would have realized.”

      I took a deep breath. “Can you tell me where Julia is?”

      Madison’s head shook as her smile dimmed. “It’s not too late for us, Van.” Her shoulders straightened. “You’re mine. You always have been.”

      That wasn’t true.

      I belonged with Julia and she with me.

      Swallowing, I felt my muscles tighten as my Adam’s apple bobbed in my throat. “Please, Madison.” I lifted my hand toward her. “Please help me.”

      “We can make it right.” A tear glistened on her cheek.

      “It?”

      “All of our mistakes. It’s not too late.”

      “Madison, where is Julia?”

      She shook her head and pulled the cape around her. “She doesn’t matter, Van. This isn’t about her. It’s about us—our family.”

      My fingers balled into fists. “We need to be sure she’s all right.”

      “No. Stop talking about her. We’re finally going to be what you’ve always wanted.” Madison didn’t let me respond before she added, “We’ll be a real family—you, me, and Brooklyn. It’s how it was meant to be.”

      “Madison, where is Julia?” It was as if the question no longer registered or perhaps, she wasn’t hearing me. I tried another approach. “We must hurry to the cabin. Our wedding is about to start.”

      Madison reached for my hand. Her touch was as cold as her gaze. “The cabin. I remember when you took me there.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “No, we were there together the other day. I saw you.”

      She saw me.

      Was it the night Julia thought she saw someone through the window or the morning I went there alone?

      Nodding, I tried to stay calm. “Think about Brooklyn.”

      Madison blinked once and again. “I am, Van. Phillip took her from me. She isn’t even his daughter. He said I wasn’t fit.” Her volume rose. “He had me committed. I’m not crazy.” New tears cascaded down her cheeks. “I’m just tired.” She fell to her knees. “Please, Van, I need your help. Lip can’t stop you from having your daughter if we’re married.”

      “Madison, stand up.”

      She scooted closer, still on her knees. Something in her gaze changed. “I promise, I am worth it.” Her voice became husky. Through veiled lashes, she looked up from the floor, the hood falling from her head revealing a tangled knot of pale hair piled upon her head. Within the messily arranged updo was a headpiece fit for a bride. “Let me show you like I did before.” She reached toward me.

      I took a step back. “Get up, Madison. Stop degrading yourself.”

      Her cadence changed again, and her features hardened. “What’s the matter, Van? Is degrading me only for you and Lip?”

      My stomach twisted.

      While I didn’t know or want to know the specifics of what Phillip had done, Madison was right about me. Before her wedding and again when she came to me for help to conceive Brooklyn, I’d said and done terrible things.  “Madison, if I could take that back…”

      Inhaling, she stood. “I don’t want you to take it back. I want you to help me get Brooklyn. I want us to be a family.” Her pleas were now demands.

      It was at that moment that I saw the diamond necklace around her neck. It was the one I’d given her on her wedding day.

      Madison tilted her head one way and the other as a smile returned to her face. “You’re the handsome one.” Again, her words were like a melody in a singsong way. “You know that though. You always knew it was you. You’ve always been more. You captured my heart first.” Her smile grew, too wide—too big. “Remember the coffee shop where we met.” She shook her head. “No matter how I tried, it was you. That’s why Lip hated you so much.”

      Madison wasn’t rational.

      My hand touched hers. “It can be us.”

      She let out a long breath as her eyes opened wider. “Yes, just us and Brooklyn.”

      The papers I’d received via messenger came to mind.

      “Lip didn’t sign the divorce papers,” I said. “We need Phillip to sign first.”

      “Good, you got them. I had them delivered.”

      “I did get them. That’s why I came looking for you.”

      The sound of wailing sirens came from a distance.

      Smoke.

      I looked around, wondering if the scent was in my imagination.

      “What do I hear?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Madison, come with me. We’ll have Lip sign the divorce papers, and then we can wed.”

      “Phillip can’t sign, but you can. Pretend to be him just one more time.”

      “Why can’t he sign?”

      “What?” She turned, looking out at the driveway and the forest beyond. “No. No fire trucks. Not yet.” She shook her head. “It needs more time.”

      “No, they’re not fire…” Wait. “What needs more time?”

      “If they’re not fire…” She turned back. “Did you call the police? They can’t take me. I’m not—”

      “No,” I interrupted, shaking my head. “Not the police. It’s an ambulance. It’s for Margaret. You remember Margaret, don’t you?”

      Madison nodded. “She would have recognized me, known I wasn’t her—Julia. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “The sirens are from an ambulance. Margaret is sick.”

      “I couldn’t let her see me.” Madison laughed. “It doesn’t matter. She made her choice by befriending…I heard them talking. She never talked to me like…” Madison lifted her chin toward the sky. “She doesn’t matter. She got what she deserved. They all did.”

      “Madison, what did you do?”

      Her laugh grew louder. “Julia saw me. Talked to me. Did you know that I helped her find her dress? Not hers. Mine. For us. She didn’t know. I told her.”

      My thoughts were all over the place. “What didn’t she know? Why can’t Phillip sign the divorce papers?” I asked again. “Where is Julia?”

      “She didn’t know that you were already taken—by me. I let her think…” Madison pulled her hand away. “Don’t lie to me, Van. Stop lying to yourself.” She wrapped the cape around her frame.

      “What am I lying about?”

      “Mr. Sherman,” Albert called from above, drawing my attention away from Madison.

      “Albert…” When I turned back to Madison, light was reflecting off the small gun in her grasp.

      Her expression was again hard, her jaw clenched, her forehead furrowed, and her tone ice cold. “Make him go away.”

      “Albert,” I said, looking at him as he descended the staircase. “The ambulance is almost here. Please stay with Margaret and Vicki.”

      “Sir.”

      When I looked back at Madison, she was holding the gun with two hands, having lifted the barrel toward me. “Tell me the truth.”

      I lifted my palms toward her in surrender as I contemplated making a move for the gun. “What do you want to know?”

      “Who do you love?”

      Julia.

      With all my fucking heart and whatever was left of my soul.

      “Give me the gun,” I said, reaching forward.

      “Who?”

      “You’ve always known. It’s never been a secret.”

      “Mr. Sherman,” Albert said, now at the bottom of the stairs. “The third floor. It’s locked.”

      I lifted my hand toward Albert, gesturing for him to stop where he was. I couldn’t tell if he could see Madison’s gun from where he stood and the way she had the cape draped over her. “Third floor? Yes, we don’t use it.”

      “Sir, there’s smoke…”

      Madison’s volume increased. “Make him go away.”

      “Sir,” Albert shouted as he drew his revolver.

      “Do what I say,” Madison screamed.

      “No.” My one word swirled in the cold air combined with the increasingly loud sirens. The ambulance was getting closer by the second.

      I turned back to Madison as a gun fired.
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        Van

      

      

      

      “Only the good die young.”

      I’d said that to Julia at some point.

      The saying wasn’t totally true.

      Everyone dies.

      The good and the bad.

      There was a place between life and death, between consciousness and unconsciousness. It was a hidden place that few lived to talk about, a place of both harmony and terror. Dreams took on a vivid reality as people, surroundings, and understanding morphed in an ever-changing kaleidoscope of life’s choices.

      Does anyone know the meaning of dreams?

      My mind told me they weren’t real.

      Yet each scene and each encounter sure as fuck felt real, in all meanings of the word. My senses were alive, alert, taking in each and every confrontation. I saw, smelled, heard, and even tasted and felt.

      A man in a boy’s body saw his life with a different perspective. Childish stories of monsters beneath the bed were less frightening than the knowledge of true monsters who lurked not in shadows, but in sunlight—humans who preyed upon one another.

      We’re the only mammals who do that, who aim to hurt and kill our own kind.

      The walls of my childhood bedroom materialized with the details I’d long ago forgotten. The unmade bunk beds where Lip and I slept, the posters tacked upon the walls, and the ever-present scent of preteen boys. Dirty clothes littered the stained carpeting, and with the closet door ajar, the disarray within was on full display.

      Each and every article of clothing inside the closet was duplicated.

      One for Lip.

      One for me.

      As if we were forever to be identical.

      Our mother thought it was cute.

      The kids at school were more critical, even cruel. “Are you wearing your brother’s dirty clothes? Didn’t Lip wear that yesterday?”

      He hadn’t.

      Standing within the confines of the bedroom, the thoughts and emotions of the childish me came back until my jaw clenched and my hands balled into fists.

      I remembered.

      Going to the Jurassic Park poster by the electric keyboard, I reached out and lifted the large picture. A hole. I’d punched the wall. It was Liv’s idea to cover it with a poster in the hope that Mom and Dad wouldn’t find it.

      Our parents had seen the one in the closet door. Hollow doors smash with ease. Lip and I were made to pay for the repair even though I wasn’t the one who assaulted the door.

      Forever identical.

      My fingers went to the plastic keys upon the keyboard. I stared down, seeing the hands of a child on the white keys smudged with dirt, yet I wasn’t a child. I was a grown adult. I pressed down.

      Nothing.

      Not a sound came forth.

      It was then I noticed the headphones.

      Dad wouldn’t spend the money on a real piano. Boys were supposed to excel in sports not music. He thought he could crush my interest in whatever didn’t interest him.

      It wouldn’t happen. It would never happen.

      As a child, I played this keyboard, only hearing the notes through the headphones.

      If Dad wouldn’t buy a piano, I would. Fucking determination was present even at twelve years old. I’d made a deal with Mrs. Juniper, the old woman who lived down the street. I’d mow her grass and she’d teach me to play.

      The thought of Mrs. Juniper eased my tension.

      White haired and a bit plump, she was the stereotypical grandmother.

      In her small living room was one of my favorite places to be. Sometimes she’d have cookies or brownies. She said I had an ear for music. At the time, I wasn’t sure what that meant. I only knew that if I listened, really listened, my fingers would do the rest, and the world would disappear.

      Only Liv knew about my lessons or why I mowed Mrs. Juniper’s lawn.

      But then…I reached for the keyboard I’d prized.

      The room blurred as overwhelming exhaustion washed through me. Staggering, I tried to find my footing. Clothes. Balls. The floor was an obstacle course. My stomach twisted as I made it to the bunk bed. I didn’t want to lie upon the small twin mattress.

      I didn’t belong here.

      I never did.

      Home. I wanted to leave, to go home, my home with Julia.

      Maybe if I slept I could leave this memory, the feelings, all of it.

      Brushing the crumbs from the sheets, I lay down.

      Sleep.

      The voices woke me.

      My childhood bedroom was gone, replaced by blinding lights and loud voices. The intense shine obscured the faces.

      Pain.

      Excruciating pain.

      Cold.

      Agonizing cold.

      Sleep.

      A reprieve from the physical pain and an entrance to emotional mayhem.

      Lawsuits.

      Libel.

      The elation of a deal gone well.

      The despair of losing.

      There was no rhyme or reason to my waking or my dreams. Such as a cloud on a summer’s day, I drifted from place to place.

      Madison Montgomery.

      Lena Montgomery.

      Logan Butler.

      James Sherman.

      Bruce Mayhand.

      Mrs. Mayhand

      Lennox Demetri.

      Julia McGrath.

      Julia was laughing as her blue orbs reflected the fire’s flames. Simply seeing her made me smile. Her laugh and voice were a melody as her blond hair fell like a veil. Turning to me, her gaze glistened with desire.

      I wanted her.

      All of her.

      Yes, it was sexual, Julia was sexual. Simply her presence stirred the part of me that claimed her.

      She reached out, her lips moving. “I love you.”

      I gasped.

      Like a vapor or illusion, she was gone.

      Madison was in her place. Not Madison Montgomery, the one I knew before life took its toll. No, the woman reaching out to me filled me with fright, a modern-day monster walking in the sunlight.

      “Where is Julia?”

      Sleep.

      “Julia.” The name came from my dry lips as my eyes fought to open. I breathed in cool air. Exhaustion held me down, its weight almost unbearable. Never in my life could I recall feeling this tired and weak. As if I were fighting to pull myself from the depths of Lake Superior, the room around me came into view. “Where the fuck am I?”

      “Van.” A hand covered mine.

      I blinked, trying to focus.

      “Julia,” I said again.

      “No, Van. It’s me.”

      Blond hair caused my heart to race as beeps filled the air. It was the woman’s green eyes that I stared upon. I hadn’t seen them in years, and yet I had. They looked back at me from the mirror every day. “Olivia?”

      How long has it been since I’ve seen my sister?

      Is she an illusion?

      Liv nodded. “It’s good to see your eyes.”

      My head pounded.

      “Fuck.”

      Liv was speaking, but sleep pulled me back.

      Our wedding was about to start.

      Julia’s and mine.

      The fire crackled, warming me as I looked down at where our hands were connected. My gaze moved upward, her blond hair… green eyes… “No.”

      Madison.

      It was a nightmare I couldn’t stop—a horrible rendition of Groundhog Day. Over and over. There was no escape as the fire in the cabin’s hearth grew hotter. Madison laughed. Not a soft song but a cold and cruel cackle.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. “Make it stop.”

      “Van?”

      My name. I heard my name.

      “Julia,” I said, my mouth as dry as cotton.

      “It’s me, Van. Liv. I’m here.”

      Blinking my eyes, I turned toward the voice.

      A strange mixture of disappointment and happiness brewed within me. “Liv? Where’s Julia?” I stared up at the suspended ceiling as the drab walls came into view. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital, Van.”

      Hospital.

      Trying to sit up, I again took in the world around me. It seemed that my efforts to move were futile; not only was my energy nonexistent, but I was also connected to tubes and wires in places I could and couldn’t see. Laying my head against the pillow, I exhaled. Every inch of me hurt. “Why am I in the hospital?” I turned toward Liv. “Where’s Julia?”

      Her hand came to my forehead as she appeared closer. “You’re still burning up.”

      Burning up.

      The fire in the cabin.

      Liv continued speaking, “The doctors said it would be best for you to get well before you’re overwhelmed with information.”

      My voice was scratchy and not my own. “I don’t give a fuck…” I paused to catch my breath. “…what the doctors said.”

      I blinked and Liv was gone.

      Had she been a dream too?

      Time passed.

      Seconds. Minutes. Days. Years—slipping away.

      Alone.

      Adrift on ice, I floated in Lake Superior.

      The din of voices penetrated my isolation, growing louder. I blinked once and then again. There were people—so many people. Men and women, all dressed similarly, their clothes in different colors and all with blue hands.

      “Donovan.”

      I closed my eyes. Maybe this was a dream too and if I waited, they’d go away.

      “Donovan.”

      I heard Liv’s voice. “He was awake.”

      A woman spoke as my blanket moved and cool air assaulted my body. Pain and nausea. Agonizing tenderness. “Fuck,” I growled, curling from the touch as my eyes opened.

      “There you are,” a woman in all blue said.

      “Where’s my fiancée?”

      The woman in blue pulled the blankets back over me. “Donovan, what do you remember?”

      “I don’t—”

      The room grew fuzzy—out of focus—as voices faded into the static.

      My eyes grew increasing heavy as I watched the woman in blue inject something into a tube at my side. “What? Why?”

      She was talking but not to me.

      She was speaking to Liv.

      “Fuck that. Talk to me. I’m Donovan Sherman.” The words were there, and still I wasn’t sure I’d said them aloud.

      When had I ever let someone else speak for me?

      Never.

      Sleep.

      “Van, do you hear me?”

      I blinked. The unfamiliar room around me was filled with beeps and odd sounds.

      “Van?”

      My head ached and my side throbbed. I remembered. I’d been told I was in the hospital.

      Why?

      The bed below me moved, inclining me forward.

      “Shit,” I growled as my teeth clenched at the soreness in my side. Holding my breath, I tried to reach for the source, but my left arm was secured with tubes and needles. My line of sight followed tubes upward to bags hanging on tall silver stands.

      Liv’s palm came to my forehead. “Your fever is down. Van, talk to me.”

      With concerted effort, I turned toward my sister’s voice. “Damn it, stop doting.”

      My sister stood straight, her shoulders squared. “You’re infuriating.”

      I squinted to focus. The room was brighter than I remembered. “What the fuck happened?”

      “Are you going to stay awake this time?”

      Pulling the tube away from my nose, I asked, “Why am I here? I need to go home to Julia.”

      “I’m going to get the nurse. Try to stay awake.”

      Liv was gone, leaving me alone with strange noises and sensations.

      The man who entered a few minutes later wasn’t the same person in blue. For one, he was a man. Two, he was wearing green. Dreadlocks peeked out from below the cap. His smile broadened as he came closer. “Well, hello, Donovan.”

      My response was more of a grunt than word.

      After washing his hands and putting on gloves, he laid me flat on my back and did as the woman in blue had done, pulling back the blankets. Lifting my head, I tried to see what hurt. My skin was covered by a large bandage. I flinched and clenched my jaw as he pushed here and there.

      “Is this sore?”

      “Yes, what happened?”

      He exhaled, lifted the blanket to my waist, and pushed the button until I was again sitting.

      “Doctor?” I asked, wanting answers.

      “My name is Neil, I’m your nurse today. You’re very lucky.”

      The muscles in my face twitched as I adjusted to the position. “I don’t feel lucky.”

      “Not everyone shot at close range wakes up to talk about it.”

      Shot.
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      I was shot.

      Liv came forward, speaking from behind Neil’s shoulder. “Thankfully, the ambulance was on the scene right away and the bullet missed vital organs.”

      “Then why do I feel like I’ve been to hell and back?”

      Neil nodded as he held his reassuring smile. “The bullet ruptured your intestines, causing infection.” He sighed. “It’s very common with such a wound.”

      None of this was making sense. It was as if they were talking about someone else. “You mean, I had an infection.”

      Liv nodded as Neil spoke, “You did. It was best for you to stay asleep, giving the antibiotics time to work.”

      “Asleep? Did they?” I asked. “Did the medicine work?”

      “Yes, Donovan, your white blood cell count is improving, meaning the infection is nearly resolved.”

      My intestine…

      Shit.

      Literally…shit.

      “What damage is there? Will I…?” I wasn’t completely certain what to ask.

      “This is where you were lucky,” Neil said. “The surgeon was able to remove the damaged tissue and reconnect your intestine. It will take some time, but you’ll be one hundred percent back to your old self.”

      Exhaling, I laid my head back.

      “Do you think you can drink for us?” Neil asked.

      My gaze shot to Liv.

      “He’s stubborn.”

      “Fuck that,” I murmured. “I’m not stubborn.”

      “Here’s the thing,” Neil said, “the sooner you eat and drink, use the bathroom and walk, the sooner you’ll be going home.”

      “I’m kind of tied to this bed.” As the words came out, I was struck with the hole in my chest. It wasn’t from the bullet, but from the loss of my wedding—of Julia. I could see her in my thoughts, teasing me about the forgiveness of satin. Closing my eyes, I saw her—her arms bound to the headboard and her blue gaze fixed on me.

      Neil continued speaking even though I quit listening.

      Forcing myself to leave my visions of Julia behind, I spoke, “Someone tell me how this happened and where my fiancée is.”

      Liv nodded to Neil who walked away toward the door.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Weren’t you listening?”

      “Fuck, no. Liv, why are you here?”

      How did she know?

      “I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      There was something in her voice, a quality that gave me a sense of dread. My gaze went toward the windows. Beyond the panes, the sky was cobalt blue. A blue the same as Julia’s eyes. “Where is Julia?”

      I stared at my sister as she paced by the end of the bed.

      When Liv didn’t answer, I said, “Tell me again why you’re here.”

      Her pacing stopped as she turned my way, her green eyes looking at me with pity. “I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      With my one mobile hand, I gripped the bedrail.

      I didn’t fucking do pity. “I’ve been alone for nearly twenty years, and you haven’t given a shit. Why is now different?”

      “That’s not fair, Van. I have given a shit.” She stood taller, the cords in her neck protruding as she dropped her hands to her side. “You don’t make anything simple.”

      “I see, so you wait until I’m unconscious.”

      Liv’s lips came together. “You’re not an easy man.” Exhaling, she came to the side of the bed. “I may hate you for some of the things you’ve done, but I still love you. Being nasty won’t scare me away. I knew damn well what I was going to get when you woke up.”

      “And yet here you are.”

      “I can go.”

      It had been a long time since I’d seen my sister in person. It was after Madison and Phillip’s wedding and before Madison came to me asking for my help. After the wedding, I vowed to sever all ties with anyone with the last name of Thomas. A few years later, I’d been in Dallas for business. Liv was the one who found me, showing up at the hotel.

      Looking at her now, I assessed how she’d aged. With boots, tight black slacks, and a soft green sweater, Olivia looked younger than our forty-one years. Of the three of us, Liv was the most athletic—much to our father’s chagrin.

      As kids, Lip and I played the mandatory football and basketball, but my energies went to music and acquiring knowledge over catching balls. That didn’t mean I wasn’t fit. I was. I worked out routinely, but Liv was the one who ran half and full marathons. One of her last letters spoke about a bicycle trip in Holland—something about biking fifty miles a day. As I looked at my sister now, I saw my only connection to Donovan Thomas—the man I’d given up.

      There was a truth I couldn’t deny; I didn’t want to lose her too.

      My tone mellowed. “It’s strange to see you in person.”

      Liv nodded. “Lena called.”

      That’s how Liv found out I was here—Lena.

      Fuck, Julia wasn’t my emergency call.

      It was Lena.

      “I’d be less surprised to see her. Tell me about Julia. Have you contacted her?”

      “Lena was here in the hospital first until I got here. She had to get back to Montana, something about business and takeovers. You two speak the same language.” Liv feigned a smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have known…any…if Lena hadn’t…” She took a deep breath. “I didn’t know…”

      I shook my head as a dull buzzing began to grow in my ears. “Talk to me.”

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      My list was extensive as well as concise.

      “I want Julia. I want my phone. I want to know about Margaret and Vicki and about Lena’s business that took her away.” My nostrils flared as I exhaled. “I don’t mind your being here, Liv. Thank you for coming…” I looked toward the window. “Ashland, I presume.”

      Pulling a chair across the floor, Liv sat at my side, perching on the edge of the seat. “No, we’re in Madison.”

      “Madison?”

      “You were Lifelined to Madison. This hospital was better equipped than the one in Ashland.”

      I shook my head. “How do I not remember any of that?”

      Liv laid her hand over mine. “Apparently a gunshot to the abdomen is dangerous because of the infection as Neil said. Thankfully, you’re going to be all right.”

      “I still can’t believe you’re here. Where is Julia?” When she didn’t answer, I said, “You know why I haven’t been in contact with you…with anyone.”

      “I do. I also know you’re used to getting your way. Nevertheless, I made the decision that my little brother being shot, Lifelined, and unresponsive was more important than thirty years of family shit.”

      Little brother.

      I towered over her.

      Liv meant youngest.

      Yeah, that was me.

      “Try forty-one years of shit,” I said as my expression contorted at the lingering discomfort.

      “Right, Van. You’re still holding a grudge over getting the bottle while Lip and I got ours straight from the tit.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. I guess it could be said that I’ve been known to hold a grudge for a long time.”

      “A lifetime.” Liv shook her head. “Why can’t this all stop?”

      “All what?” I closed and opened my eyes, the pounding in my temples growing louder. “And fucking answer me about Julia.”

      “How about first you tell me what you recall.”

      Each time my question went unanswered, my nerves grew tauter.

      Inhaling, a twinge of discomfort came from my abdomen. “Fuck,” I growled, acquiescing to my sister’s demand. I’d tell her what I remembered, but I’d make it short. “Julia and I were supposed to be married.”

      “I guess my invitation was lost in the mail.”

      Ignoring her comment, I went on. “A week ago…” My eyes opened wide. “Wait, what day is it? How long have I been here?”

      “It’s Wednesday,” she said. “You’ve been here since Saturday.”

      Four days.

      I shook my head as memories appeared and slipped away. Vapors of thoughts, faces, and voices. Some were real while others were simply visions. My wedding. I was on my way to the cabin.

      Fuck.

      The wedding.

      Divorce papers.

      Margaret.

      Vicki.

      Julia.

      I didn’t find her.

      Madison.

      Was there smoke?

      “Liv,” I said her name tentatively.

      “Yes?”

      “Brooklyn?”

      “She’s fine, Van. She’s in San Antonio with Mom and Dad.”

      Our parents weren’t the best role models, but with the wound to my abdomen putting me out of the running, I’d say they ranked at least a notch higher than Madison. My temples continued to drum as I thought about Brooklyn. Wherever Madison was now, she wouldn’t be going back to Brooklyn.

      In essence, Brooklyn lost her mother.

      “Van?”

      I tipped my head toward the cup and straw on the nearby table. If drinking, eating, and shitting would get me out of this place, I’d do it. “I’ll take some of that.” Besides, my mouth tasted like shit.

      Standing, Liv retrieved the Styrofoam cup and came close. I reached for the cup with my right hand—the one not bound with tubes. As my fingers closed, the cup trembled.

      “Fuck.”

      Without a word as to my obvious weakness, Liv took the cup and brought the straw to my lips. The room-temperature, ordinary water tasted extraordinary—better than the finest wine. I continued to drink until she pulled it away.

      “Neil said to take sips, not drink the whole cup.”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t listening.” I laid my head back, trying to recall. “Here’s what I remember. Over a week ago, Phillip showed up in Chicago, played some bullshit, and pretended to be me. He fooled everyone but Julia. Once I had her back, I upped our security. We were minutes from our wedding when Lena called and told me Madison was no longer hospitalized—which I didn’t know she was until recently. I hurried to the house.” My eyes opened wide. “Margaret and Vicki…?”

      Liv nodded as she returned the cup to the table and took her seat. “They’re fine. Help came in time. Their stomachs were pumped. And the good news was that the compound in the champagne wasn’t lethal.”

      “Thank fuck.”

      “There’s more, Van. What else do you recall?”

      “Shouldn’t I be talking to a detective or something?”

      My sister leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Your man Albert was able to give an eyewitness account.”

      “That’s right,” I said, “he came down the stairs. Madison had a gun.” Ignoring the pain, I sat up straighter. “Now, where is Julia?”

      As my question hung in the air, my pulse increased. I wondered if one of the machines at my side was reading that and recording the erratic rhythm for the doctors to evaluate.

      “Do you care about Madison?” Liv asked, looking up at me through her lashes.

      “Do I care?” I gave that more thought. “Considering she’s lost it, is like bat-shit crazy, and she’s the reason I’m here, no. The only thing I care about regarding her is Brooklyn. Other than her, at this moment, I don’t give a shit. I want to know about Julia.”

      For a long pause, Liv’s lips came together, and she stared. Finally, she sat taller and spoke, “There was a fire.”

      I had smelled smoke.

      Repeating the word, I murmured, “Fire.”

      “On the third floor of your house,” she went on. “The damage wasn’t extensive, but there was smoke.”

      “Does this have something to do with Julia because I’m fucking losing patience?”

      Liv nodded. “Julia’s condition was more severe than Margaret’s and Vicki’s. While she had a trace amount of the poison from the champagne in her system—”

      “Trace,” I interrupted. “That isn’t much. Why was she worse? What was in it?”

      “The compound. They’re still working on the exact makeup. It’s believed to be a homemade mixture.”

      “Of what?” I asked.

      “The theory is that Madison stashed the medications she was given at the facility. Without them she was clearer headed—or so she thought. That’s how she managed to be released without anyone’s knowledge. No one knew she’d stolen the medications, but now that’s what they believe she put in the champagne. She may have taken other drugs from the facility.”

      “Julia? Why isn’t she here?” My temples pounded in double time and my eyes were growing tired. The water sloshed around my gut, producing cramps along with the ache. I tried to stay focused. “You just said her injuries were more severe, yet she didn’t have as much poison. What happened to her? Where is she?”

      The door opened inward.

      Neil entered, pushing a cart with a computer and other things. “Donovan, good, you’re still awake. We need to get some numbers. And” —he nodded toward the bed— “change your catheter.”

      My gaze was glued to my sister. “Where the fuck is she?”

      “Van, Julia’s gone.”

      I gagged as the water I’d recently consumed made its way back up.
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      “You need to eat,” Mom said, staring at me from across the kitchen table as if I were a four-year-old child.

      Pushing the chicken around the plate, my mind went to Northern Wisconsin, to Paula’s meals, and more importantly to Van. “I don’t understand why they won’t release information even to me.”

      “You saw the news release,” Dad said. “It said Donovan was stable and asking for privacy.”

      The water in my glass sloshed with my trembling hand as I brought the rim to my lips. In frustration, I used two hands. Keeping the glass steady, I took a drink.

      I had read the news release—roughly one hundred times. The words were burned into my mind for the rest of time. Donovan Sherman shot. One tabloid had even labeled it a ‘love triangle.’

      “He could call you,” Mom added.

      Could he?

      I didn’t know.

      Along with the sparse information from the news release, I’d also been in contact with Michael and Albert as well as Margaret and Paula. They all told me the same thing. They weren’t getting any information either. When they did, they’d call me. I probably checked my phone a hundred times a day.

      I looked up, meeting my mother’s stare. “I’m going back to Ashland.”

      Her lips pursed as she shook her head. “Hmm.”

      “Say it, Mother.”

      “It’s time to face the truth, Julia. If Donovan wanted you to know his status, he would tell you.” She lifted her eyebrows. “He would contact you. He wouldn’t have locked you out. Don’t you think?”

      I didn’t know what to think.

      My thoughts for the last four days had been all over the place.

      When I’d awakened, I was in the hospital, Loyola University Hospital in Chicago. My transport back to Chicago had taken place while I was still unconscious, without my knowledge or consent. Not surprisingly, my parents had stepped in upon learning my fate. Their first response was to initiate a restraining order against Van. Thankfully, I’d awakened before that was finalized.

      Now the truth was out for the world to know.

      Donovan Sherman wasn’t a threat.

      His past was.

      Over the last few days, when I’d least expect them, memories of Madison returned. Such as mice scurrying on tiny feet that looked like hands, the recollections skirted their evil madness over my flesh, leaving goose bumps in their wake. I saw her in my nightmares. She lingered around the corners and in the shadows of my parents’ home.

      In hindsight, the sensation of being watched in Van’s home was most likely less paranoia than reality. Michael told me that it appeared as if Madison had been staying on the third floor. Without heat sensors on that floor, she went undetected. She moved around when others were in the house, her blob of light on the sensor being confused with theirs. If she’d also been the person staying in the cabin and guesthouse, since her release from a psychiatric hospital in Texas, Madison had perfected the skill of phrogging.

      Even though I knew Madison couldn’t be here in my childhood home, I couldn’t shake the ongoing sensation that someone was watching me.

      Could there be?

      That took my mind to the lingering question of Phillip. Albert said there had been no recent word from Rob, Van’s private investigator. Rob’s last message was on the day of the wedding.

      I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” I pushed my chair back. “I’m not hungry, and I can’t stay here any longer.”

      “Your car is already in Ashland,” Dad said.

      “I’ll rent a car.” It was what I’d done the first time I’d made this trip. January’s weather was as unpredictable as December’s. A smile came to my lips as I recalled that first journey—the white ribbon that led me to Donovan Sherman.

      The joy soon faded.

      Shot.

      Donovan had been shot by Madison.

      “Julia Ann.”

      My attention went to my mother. “What?”

      “I can’t help but state the obvious: Donovan’s brother hasn’t been located.”

      “I know that. Michael and Albert are still in Ashland, still on Van’s property, protecting the house and will protect me too. The Mayhands and Currys are overseeing the house and repairs from the fire. I won’t be alone.”

      “Those men were on watch when Phillip tricked you, when you were drugged, and when Donovan was shot and a fire was set. Do you really think with a track record like that, depending upon them for your safety is a wise decision?”

      “Madison is no longer a threat,” I said.

      Madison Montgomery Thomas was currently being held, awaiting a psychiatric evaluation to determine if she was fit to stand charges for her actions. It was hard for me to fathom that the nice woman at the consignment shop was the same woman who poisoned my friends, drugged me, started a fire, and shot Van.

      It seemed impossible.

      Maybe she was a twin.

      It was a new thought.

      Taking a breath, I shook my head.

      It was as if I were caught—being held hostage—in a bad 1980s soap opera.

      “Little girl,” Dad said, refocusing my attention, “please try to eat. The doctors said you need nourishment and fluids.”

      “The doctors said the poison and tranquilizer that I was given is fully metabolized.” I fought the urge to cough, lifting the glass again and taking a drink of water. While the drug Madison used to immobilize me wasn’t lethal, given in a larger dosage it could have been.

      The tranquilizer affected large muscles. According to my doctors, its intended use was to immobilize patients when necessary for surgery or in cases of intervention. After Madison injected me, I was acutely aware of everything. I saw and heard. I even felt. While I couldn’t trust the accuracy of all my recollections, I remembered not being able to move or speak. My last memory was of the smoke.

      Perhaps my demise was supposed to come from fire while my body was unable to respond. The thought made my skin crawl.

      Thankfully, Albert had seen and smelled the smoke.

      Placing the water glass back on the table, I turned away from my parents.

      Despite my claims of health, I was keenly aware that I wasn’t one hundred percent back to myself in many ways. It was as if a fog surrounded me and my thoughts. Each thought and each step were exhausting.

      The doctors said it would take time and recommended I seek counseling. I knew what I needed. It wasn’t to speak with a counselor but to see Van for myself, to know he was safe—alive.

      Would his legal restraints withhold information from me if he had succumbed to the gunshot? Would I learn in a press release that my fiancé was gone?

      While I missed him—his presence—I couldn’t believe he was dead. Our connection was still too strong for him to have left this world. Despite my parents’ repeated pleas, I walked away from them and our meal and made my way to the back staircase.

      “Miss Julia.”

      I stopped as Rosemary came to me and reached for my hands. “What can I get you?”

      A tear teetered on my lower lid before making its way down my cheek. The diamond on my left hand glittered from the kitchen lights. “My husband.”

      She shook her head. “Go to him.”

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      “He’s not in Ashland?”

      “No,” I said, “he was Lifelined.” Even saying the words caused my chest to hurt. “He’s a private man.” I inhaled, trying to breathe. The smoke obviously had the longest lasting effect on me. That and heartbreak.

      “But you’re his fiancée.”

      “His medical power of attorney and instructions hadn’t been updated. I’m not listed as a person to receive information.” I shook my head. “Our relationship—everything—was so fast. I’m sure he didn’t think…didn’t expect...”

      “Well then, who?”

      I closed my eyes, releasing a tear. “I don’t know.” Looking back to Rosemary’s caring expression, I continued, “I’ve spoken to his attorney. Mr. Fields said he knew Van and I were to be married, and he’s trying to find a loophole to Van’s strict privacy clause. That was two days ago.”

      “Does Mr. Sherman have family—other than his brother?”

      “Yes, parents, a sister, and a niece. I know his sister’s name is Olivia, but I don’t know her last name or how to contact her. I’ve been shut out by the very system Van had in place to keep everyone else out.”

      “You should rest.”

      Smiling, I took in the lines on Rosemary’s cheeks and hands. “I need to go back to Ashland. That’s where I belong. Not here.”

      “Child, it’s too late tonight.”

      “You’re right. I’ll wait until first thing in the morning.”

      Entering my bedroom, I pulled my phone from the pocket of my leggings.

      No calls.

      Two text messages.

      I hadn’t felt the phone vibrate.

      Although the prefix was local, neither the phone nor I recognized the number. Then again, this was the new phone—the one Connie had gotten in Ashland. My old phone filled with numbers was still MIA, same as the man who took it.

      I read the first text message.

      

      “I know I’m not the one you want to hear from. Ana gave me this number. We’d like to help. We might have some information.”

      

      I clicked the second text message.

      

      “In case you didn’t recognize the number, this is Beth. Please call me.”

      

      Oh hell no.

      Instead, I called Vicki.

      Lying back on my bed, I waited as the call connected.

      “How are you?” she asked in lieu of a greeting.

      Hearing my friend’s voice opened the floodgates to the tears I’d kept mostly at bay while downstairs. “I’ve been better,” I managed to say. “How are you? Vicki, I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop it, Jules. I’m fine. I still want to see my best friend get married.”

      I nodded. “Me too.”

      “Have you heard from Van?”

      “No. Nothing. What do you think he’s going through? I mean, you’re going to be a doctor. What does your mom say?”

      “That’s like asking WebMD. Don’t do it. There are always worst-case scenarios. The press release didn’t give any definitive information. ‘Mr. Donovan Sherman suffered a gunshot wound’ is hardly enough to go by. He could have been grazed.”

      “And Lifelined?”

      “Most likely not grazed.”

      My throat clogged with sobs I didn’t want to release. “I need to find him.”

      “Are you going to drive?” Vicki asked. “I worry about you. Smoke can be a bitch. You shouldn’t drive alone. It takes time before you fully recover—”

      “I can’t stay here. The thing is, I don’t know where he is.”

      “You can stay with me. That invitation is always open.”

      Her offer made me smile. “Thank you.”

      “I’ve done some searching,” Vicki admitted. “Some things are public record.”

      I sat up. “What did you learn?”

      “University of Wisconsin Hospitals in Madison is nationally ranked in trauma. It’s the top hospital in the state.”

      Madison—ironic.

      Vicki continued, “While the name of the patient was withheld, there’s record of a helicopter transfer from Memorial Medical Center in Ashland to University of Wisconsin Hospitals on Saturday early evening.”

      “He’s there,” I said with more hope than I’d had.

      “Babe, it’s a large complex. It’s not like walking into a small-town hospital.”

      “I don’t care. I’m going to Madison.”
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      Sleep came and went as I tossed and turned. Multiple times I turned on the light, the one upon the bedside stand, and stared out at the walls. The empty shelves mocked me as did the uncluttered closet. No matter how many times I said goodbye to my bedroom, I continually found myself sucked back in. Much the same as a black hole in space, my family’s home had a gravitational pull I couldn’t seem to beat. Each time I tried to leave, the gravity pulled me back. Even light couldn’t survive.

      The corners of my room were perfect examples of shadows hiding beyond light’s reach.

      I threw back the covers and went to the window.

      Surrounding the streetlights on the street below, circles of illumination danced upon the frosted grass. It was the same scene I’d watched for twenty-four years. I’d aged, but the neighborhood remained the same. Some of the homes had changed ownership, yet their pristine exteriors were unchanged. That was my problem with being here. I’d told Van about it once, how merely being within the walls made me feel younger, inexperienced, and less capable.

      When here, I was Gregg and Ana’s child.

      Leaning against the window frame, my warm breath coated the panes with condensation. I closed my eyes and remembered the conversation. It was here in my bedroom. Another tear glided down my cheek as Van’s deep baritone voice reverberated in my thoughts. ‘I don’t see you as a child. Seeing your childhood home and room isn’t changing my opinion of the amazing woman I found in the snow.’

      My gaze went to the clock on the bedside stand. It was after three in the morning. Not the best time to call Mr. Fields or Margaret. Giving up on sleep, I went to the attached bathroom.

      “I’m going to find you, Van,” I said aloud as I stepped under the shower’s spray. Lifting my face to the shower, I closed my eyes. The rest of my thoughts were not audible; nevertheless, they continued.

      “You found me. You found me in a blizzard. You saved me. More than that, you showed me who I could be. I won’t stop being that person. It’s my turn. I’m coming to save you.”

      Margaret told me that anything was possible if you paid enough. I had money of my own. Taking my phone, purse, and coat, I stopped at the top of the main staircase. The morning sky beyond the grand front doors was still filled with night. Artificial illumination shone through the leaded-glass transoms.

      My thoughts momentarily went to my parents. They’d learn I was gone once they woke.

      Quietly, I moved down the staircase until I stood upon the marble entry. It had been a while since I’d snuck into my father’s office. It wasn’t as if the space was off-limits, only that I had little interest in entering. This morning I had an interest. My computer was still in Ashland and using Dad’s would be easier than my phone to search for a car rental.

      The familiar hallways were dark. Yet I knew every turn. I’d strolled these passages since I could walk. Down one way and over another. The door to Dad’s home office was slightly ajar. Stepping forward, I pushed the door inward. The scents of books combined with the lingering aroma of coffee and cigar calmed my nerves. As with the rest of this house, even in the dark, nothing had changed.

      Going to Dad’s desk, I tugged the pull-cord on the lamp, filling the desktop with illumination. Upon the desk was a tumbler with a small amount of liquid. Lifting the glass, I inhaled. The weakened aroma of whiskey was easily detectable.

      Since when had my father been a drinker?

      My hand went to the mouse as I woke his computer. While I hadn’t thought about there being a password, I found myself staring at the screen. It was a numerical code. My first guess was my parents’ anniversary.

      No.

      I entered my birthday.

      A smile curled my lips as the computer came to life.

      I opened another tab and entered the name of the rental company I’d used in December. Soon I had a car reserved and a pickup scheduled for six a.m. Leaning back in Dad’s chair, my focus went to the pictures on his desk. Other than one from his wedding, the rest were of me. No wonder I felt as if I were a child here under this roof. There were pictures of me ranging from infancy through present day.

      As I was about to stand, I noticed his email tab. The open email was from Marlin Butler. It arrived at 10:52 p.m. last night. All it said was for Dad to call him.

      My skin prickled as I looked at the desk phone.

      What did Marlin need to speak to Dad about late at night?

      Did it have something to do with why my father had been drinking?

      I searched for any emails sent after their conversation, but there were none. It was then that I noticed the small scratch pad of paper tucked away under a few pieces of mail. I had no way of knowing if these clues were in any way connected.

      Never could it be said that my father had legible handwriting. Lifting the pad, I deciphered the message that was partially crossed out.

      

      Julia.

      She needs to know.

      

      As I pushed the chair away, I kicked a small wastebasket below his desk.

      What did I need to know?

      I can’t say what prompted my search, but soon I was pulling papers and envelopes from the small trash can.

      One was crumpled. I flattened it out and tried to read Dad’s writing.

      

      Abbott and Jones. Preliminary injunction. Clock’s ticking.

      

      The clock was ticking.

      My ride would arrive soon.

      I went back to Dad’s email searching for anything that would yield a clue to what was happening. I did a search for Abbott and Jones and came up blank. I saw an email with the subject line: Sold.

      “What sold?” I muttered.

      The email was dated three days ago. I scanned the message. It was from a woman named Ashley at GreenSphere. I recalled that GreenSphere Opportunities was one of the SPACs that held a small percentage of Wade stock. According to the email, Aphrodite Corporation, another small-percentage Wade stockholder, believed that the stock held by Mr. Sherman would soon be available to be acquired.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Neither Van’s nor my family’s stock would be sold.

      Well, I sold mine to Van for a quarter.

      It was all symbolic. I couldn’t sell him my stock until it was mine.

      Who was behind Aphrodite Corporation?

      My thoughts went to the prenuptial agreement. I hadn’t read it—not thoroughly.

      Van couldn’t tell anyone about our sale if he was incapacitated.

      What did this mean?

      Was Van using this opportunity to benefit from the stock?

      No.

      I refused to believe that.

      Stuffing the crinkled paper into my purse, I made a few more notes, writing down the email address for Ashley at GreenSphere. I scanned the rest of Dad’s emails regarding Wade Pharmaceutical, wondering if I would have copies sent to my email. There was a communication between Wade and the bank. The documents were too long for me to read.

      Could I risk sending them to myself?

      If Dad saw he’d know.

      If I didn’t, would I be told what the documents contain?

      Choosing to forward the information, I hit send. While I wasn’t sure what was happening with these bits and pieces of information, something wasn’t sitting right with me.

      My phone buzzed—a text telling me that my ride was here.

      Slipping into my winter coat, I placed my phone in my purse and turned off the light on Dad’s desk. The monitors glowed in the dark as I peered back at the desk, closing the door.

      “What is happening?” I whispered to no one.

      The house was dark and quiet as I made my way to the front door. I was almost there when the front door opened inward.

      “Arnold,” I said in surprise as I took a step back.

      Pink covered his cheeks from the outside cold. His thin lips closed as he rubbed his gloved hands together. “Miss McGrath. You can’t leave alone.”

      “I have to, Arnold. I have to get to Van. Something isn’t right.”

      “I told your ride to leave.”

      “What?” I questioned. “Why and how did you know?”

      “As I said, Miss Julia, you can’t go alone. So, since you’re going, it looks like I’m driving you.”

      A grin came to my lips. “I appreciate that, but you know my parents don’t want me leaving.”

      Arnold scoffed. “And they wouldn’t want you leaving alone either. If you’re going, so am I.”

      I loved Arnold, but it wasn’t as if he were Michael or Albert. Arnold was one half of the McGrath house staff—and had been forever. If I needed anything around the house, he was my man. At over sixty-five, his posture was a bit stooped. Time had added gray to his hair and spots to his wrinkly skin. In a nutshell, he wasn’t exactly a bodyguard. “Arnold, I need to get my ride back.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Your ride is out back. I might not be a fancy security service, but I know there are too many unknowns for you to get into a car with a stranger.”

      “It was just an Uber driver.”

      “And you’re sure it isn’t someone who might cause you harm?”

      I hadn’t thought of that.

      “I messaged Michael, Van’s security head, earlier, telling him that I was…” I inhaled. The pieces were coming together. “He called you.”

      Arnold nodded. “There isn’t any shame in being a good person, Miss Julia. And good people, well, others care about them. I’m now your ride to Madison.”

      Madison.

      Arnold knew I wasn’t going to Ashland.

      “Do you know where we need to go in Madison?” I asked.

      “Michael finally received information. He sent directions.”

      My heart practically leaped. This wouldn’t be a wild goose chase or a needle in a haystack. “Michael told you where to find Van?”

      “Not officially.”

      “Unofficially?”

      Arnold nodded.

      I reached for Arnold’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      Together we headed for the garages.
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      I’d begun building my fortune with a small nest egg and by having a keen eye for disaster. I searched and saw pitfalls in what others saw as necessity. I started with an idea, nurtured that idea, and invested in people who could make it a reality.

      Firewalls and protection for online transactions.

      The timing was perfect and the environment ripe for the picking. Instead of taking that capital and building more, I used it to destroy. I hired the best people behind a keyboard or multiple keyboards. They were masterminds at navigating what was still new—the Lewises and Clarks of the web. My people sought out weakness. The capital I’d earned was used to manipulate, obliterate, and wreck.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I longed for more.

      My profits grew by capitalizing on others’ mistakes, limitations, and vulnerability.

      I made mistakes along the way.

      I listened and learned.

      Never had I been one to show weakness. Never had I depended upon the aid of others.

      No. I was Donovan Sherman.

      Fuck the world.

      I’d heard it said that karma was a bitch.

      Lying in the hospital bed in Madison, Wisconsin, I knew that karma was more. She was bigger. She was stronger. She was ruthless. Karma was what I’d wanted to be until I laid eyes upon what I’d missed for forty-one years—who, I should say.

      It would have been one thing to be lying here incapacitated if all that I was missing was my work and quest for more, bigger, and better. Even in my weakened state, I knew my company was secure. I knew I had many of the best men and women working under the Sherman and Madison umbrella. Additionally, I had reassurance that the one person I’d legally given reins to my kingdom, the only person I’d trusted until now, had taken control.

      What I didn’t have was what I desired most in my life. What I craved with a hunger unmatched by any desire, a need so ravenous that it filled each and every cell within me, couldn’t be bought or stolen. No business deal could secure what I’d jeopardized. A drowning man in the center of Lake Superior, I needed the one person who could keep me afloat—the person who made me complete.

      And as karma would have it, she was out of reach.

      Everyone was out of reach.

      With the age of cell phones, few patients used the wired phones still available in every hospital room. The relics sat like articles in a museum. Fuck that. I’d use it, but I didn’t have access to telephone numbers.

      The dark sky and less congested hallways told me that it was night or more accurately, early in the morning. The hospital staff had done a number on me with tests of all kinds. By the time I was left alone with a tray of flavorless food, I was too tired to lift a fork. Liv helped me down a special drink the doctor recommended.

      Not that I’d seen a doctor.

      Nevertheless, the recommendation was the story I’d been given.

      Before my sister left for the night, I asked to borrow her phone.

      My mind was too jumbled to recall even one phone number.

      The only call I could make was to the woman who currently held the reins of Sherman and Madison, the sister of the woman who tried to kill me. To be fair, Madison’s intentions were still unclear. Perhaps I should have said the sister of the woman who shot me.

      Now staring up at the monochrome ceiling, I recalled our brief discussion.

      “Liv, how is he?” Lena said when the call connected.

      “I’m alive.”

      “Van. Thank God.”

      My voice wavered. “Tell me you haven’t bankrupted me.”

      “The opposite.”

      The pounding in my temples was more than I could bear. “Liv doesn’t know who to contact. You do.”

      “Van, I should—”

      “Fuck, Lena, you should…but I’m not going to be able to talk much longer.”

      Her tone filled with concern. “Are you okay? I still can’t believe Madison…” Her sentence ended unfinished, or maybe I simply stopped listening.

      “I was fucking shot.” My attempt at force came out more like a plea. “Have you spoken to Julia?”

      Yes, over the last hours, I’d discovered the definition of gone.

      Julia had a small bit of the poison in her system. She’d also been injected with a tranquilizer, one used to subdue patients at the facility where Madison stayed. In my opinion, the insanity plea was losing steam with each deliberate action she’d taken in preparation for the encounters. The drug mixture and tranquilizer, wedding gown that matched Julia’s, as well as squatting on our land, all showed premeditation.

      “No, Van. I tried. I don’t know Julia’s number. I told you to introduce us.”

      Now wasn’t the time to tell me I told you so.

      Lena went on, “I’ve called her house and Wade Pharmaceutical. I was stopped from getting through to her.”

      My eyes closed as I lay back. “Fuck.”

      “I even tried Logan.”

      “I bet he was a big help. What do you know about Julia’s condition?”

      “I know she is at her parents’ home in Lincoln Park. I know your man Michael has people from his old firm watching the house.”

      “Good, but why?”

      “Phillip hasn’t been found.”

      My jaw clenched. I hadn’t been told that bit of information.

      “Van,” Liv said, appearing at my side with her hand extended, “give me the phone. You’re about to drop it.”

      My gaze shot to my sister as I held tight, and the phone trembled in my grasp. “Lena, tell Connie to get me my phone. Call Oscar and tell him to contact Julia. He’ll be able to get through.”

      “I’ll call them tonight.”

      “What takeover did you tell Liv about?”

      “Nothing is set.”

      Before I could reply, Liv took the phone and my hand fell to the bed at my side. It wasn’t only the exhaustion. The drink I’d consumed was sloshing in my gut. Neil said he’d given me something to lessen the nausea. Thank fuck. Because if it were any worse, I’d be getting another new hospital gown.

      As Liv spoke to Lena, I drifted off.

      Now, looking up at the ceiling, I wasn’t certain of how long ago the conversation occurred, only that Liv and her phone were gone. The wired phone sat mockingly at my side. Communication was possible. While I had the means, I didn’t have the numbers, or the needed information.

      For the first time in my life.

      No.

      For the first time in Donovan Sherman’s life, I was at a disadvantage. Instead of the predator, I was the prey. My thoughts centered mostly on Julia. According to Liv, the story she’d been told was that Julia was taken to Chicago before she regained consciousness. That meant that it wasn’t her decision but instead, her parents’ choice.

      Was I surprised?

      No.

      Would I move fucking heaven and earth to get her back?

      Without a doubt.

      The only problem with my plan was that I couldn’t even move my own ass from the bed.

      I pushed the button on the side, lifting my head and torso.

      “Fuck.”

      I’d felt pain before, but what I felt now was intense. I gritted my teeth as my body moved. Agony shot through me and twisted my mostly empty stomach. Perspiration lined my flesh as I continued moving the bed. Spots formed behind my closed eyelids as I adjusted to the pain.

      If eating, drinking, shitting, and walking were my ticket to leaving this place, there was no time like the present. The problem as I saw it was the multiple wires and tubes. It made sense that I shouldn’t remove the tubes.

      I concentrated on the wires.

      Alarms sounded and a light flashed in the hallway beyond my mostly closed door.

      I’d managed to disconnect the wires and move a few inches toward the side of the bed when two women and one man, dressed in blue and one in green came charging in.

      “Donovan, stop.”

      “Do you know who I am?” I asked with my gaze narrowed and jaw clenched. “I’m getting out of here.”

      It was the one woman in green—her name tag read Sally—who met me stare for stare. “Do you know who we are?”

      “Nurses.”

      “Donovan, we are responsible for you and your safety while you’re in our care.” She lifted my feet, moving my legs back to center. “You want to leave. Fine. We will all work toward that goal. Disconnecting the monitors and falling to the floor will not achieve your objective. It will prolong your stay.”

      Fuck.

      Exhaling, I acquiesced to her manipulation.

      “Sally?” I asked, focusing on her.

      “Yes.”

      “I will walk out of here.”

      “Then you need to listen to us.”

      “I’m not accustom…”

      Sally smiled. “No one is asking you to get used to this. We’re asking you not to make our jobs more difficult.”

      I gazed from one person to the next. “How much do you make? I’ll double your salary. Get me out of here, come home with me, and care for me there. I need to be home. We can make a deal.”

      “Do you intend to require home nursing for the next twenty years?” Sally asked.

      Twenty years?

      “No.”

      “Well then, I think we should all keep our jobs.”

      “Has anyone dropped off my phone?” I asked.

      The younger woman in blue came forward. “No, but we’ll check in the morning. Now it would be best if you slept.”

      “I want to get up.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Today,” I said.

      Sally nodded. “Technically, today. Agree to rest, and we’ll discuss mobility tomorrow. Physical therapy will be in to assess your needs.”

      I longed to scream, curse, and make demands, but I was too fucking weak.

      Prey.

      I was prey.
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      Letting myself fall onto the edge of the bed, I held my side and let out a long breath. “Don’t patronize me,” I growled as Liv moved the walker away from the bed.

      “You are doing well,” she said. “The physical therapist said you need to be up walking for five minutes five times today. Don’t you see that you’re doing that?”

      I’d walked twice.

      Ten minutes total.

      And my hands were shaking on the damn walker.

      “I’m moving like a fucking old man.” I looked up at the ceiling.

      Thankfully, I’d graduated from a hospital gown to a pair of loose pajama pants, a t-shirt, and socks with grippers. It was hardly the height of high fashion, but at least my ass didn’t show. The clothing along with a sponge bath, shave, and toothbrushing made me feel a bit more human.

      Liv knelt and reached for my feet. “Let me help you.”

      “Fuck that.”

      Her green stare met mine. “You’re supposed to keep them elevated. The therapist said that lifting your legs uses muscles—”

      “Stop,” I demanded. “I heard the therapist. I sure as hell don’t need you repeating everything he said.”

      Lifting her hands in surrender, Liv stood and backed away. “I have to wonder about your fiancée.”

      “What about her?”

      “Either she’s a saint or an imbecile. It would take one or the other to put up with you.”

      If I had to choose, I’d say saint.

      Clenching my teeth, I concentrated on moving my right leg up to the mattress. Success. It was as I was working on the left leg, that I gave up. With the gunshot wound on my left side, even with the pain medication, the tightening of my core muscles was excruciating. “Shit. I give up.”

      “No, you don’t,” Liv said as she helped bring my left foot to the mattress. “You’re not giving up. You just need to regain your strength.”

      “I feel like I ran a fucking marathon, not walked to the toilet and back.”

      “Yesterday you were connected to a catheter. Stop being so hard on yourself. Think of this as progress because it is.” She grinned. “But I would say I’ve looked better after a marathon.”

      “Hmm.” I looked around. “Where is my phone?” I met my sister’s stare. “Call Lena. Find out what’s keeping Connie.”

      “Did you ever consider that you’re five hours away from Ashland?”

      Yes.

      No.

      “I want to be moved to Ashland.” I wanted to be released to my home, but I’d take the hospital in Ashland.

      The door opened and Neil entered.

      “Good,” I said in way of greeting. “When can I be transferred to Ashland?”

      “That would be up to your medical team, specifically, your doctor.”

      “I’m ready now.”

      Neil grinned. “That’s not how it works, but I’ll pass along your message. I came in to let you know that you have a visitor, Donovan.”

      What was left of my heart leaped.

      Julia.

      “He insists,” Neil went on, “that you’ll want to see him.”

      “Him?”

      “Michael Ricks.”

      I nodded. “Yes, send him in.” As Neil left, my gaze met Liv’s. “He’s part of our new security.”

      “The one that let you get shot.”

      Before I could respond, the door opened again.

      I hardly knew this man. I’d only first hired him a week ago or was it two? And still seeing him again gave me both joy and a sense of normality. Spending time with my sister wasn’t normal. Michael had become normal.

      “Mr. Sherman.”

      “Michael, this is my sister, Olivia Thomas. Liv, this is Michael.” After the two greeted one another, I spoke to Liv. “Do you mind giving us some time?”

      “I’ll go get some coffee. Do you want any?”

      My menu had been expanded. “Sure.”

      Once Liv was gone, I asked my burning question. “Have you spoken to Ms. McGrath?”

      “Yes, sir. She’s worried about you. Legally, we were bound by confidentiality.”

      I shook my head. “Fuck, that’s on me. Julia should have been listed as someone…” My words trailed away as Michael pulled a cell phone from his coat pocket. I recognized my own phone.

      He handed it my direction. “Connie sent me with this early this morning. Ms. Montgomery called Connie with instructions.”

      Lena.

      I knew I could count on her.

      Reaching out, I took my phone. “It feels like a fucking lifeline.” I smiled. “Thank you, Michael. I have questions about the house and about what’s happening in Ashland.” I looked down at the phone. “First, I need to call Julia.”

      “I think I have a better alternative.”

      Looking away from the phone, I met his gaze. “What…?” The door to the room opened again.
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      “Come with me,” I said to Arnold as we stepped from the elevator into a large waiting area. “Van will be happy to see you.”

      Stepping from the walkway and allowing others to pass, he replied, “You stay strong, Miss Julia.”

      In that second, I realized this was where we’d separate. I hadn’t expected to appreciate his demand to drive me as much as I had. Arnold had been with my family for most of my life. He and Rosemary knew secrets my parents didn’t know. And today he’d taken a chance, going against my parents’ wishes for one reason—to protect me.

      Forcing a smile, I held my own hand, trying to stop the trembling. “I’m nervous.”

      Smiling, Arnold shook his head. “Nothing to be nervous about. That man loves you. I know love when I see it and when I don’t.”

      “I love him.”

      Arnold nodded. “That impostor. He didn’t look at you the way Mr. Sherman does. It ate at me, you two about to be married and all. When Mr. Sherman showed up at the back door, I knew it was the real him. He has it bad for you and doesn’t mind showing it to the world.”

      Arnold’s words were like a balloon growing in my chest.

      Van loved me.

      It was unbridled and real.

      With moisture blurring my vision, I smiled. “Thank you. You’re the only other person who noticed that Phillip wasn’t Van other than me. I knew something was off.”

      “I don’t know him—Mr. Sherman—but if you’ll listen to an old man, be patient and strong. Most men don’t like to be less.”

      “Van could never be less.”

      “I mean about the injury.” He shook his head. “We should have brought Rosemary. She’s better at this—knowing what to say.”

      I reached out to Arnold’s hand. My gaze met his. “I think you’re saying everything perfectly.”

      “Rosemary and me, we want you to be happy and safe.”

      “Thank you, Arnold, for everything—for driving me here and talking to me. Michael is here, in Van’s room. He sent me a text.” My cheeks lifted as I smiled, and my chest felt lighter than it had in days. “He’s going to send me the room number.”

      “I’ll stay with you until you go in the room. Then I’m handing you off.”

      “Like a baton,” I said in jest.

      “You’re a very special baton, Miss Julia. Don’t let Mr. Sherman forget that.”

      “I’ll remind him every day.”

      My phone buzzed.

      Anticipation built within me as I lifted the phone from the pocket in my purse and hit the text message icon. “I have the room number.”

      “I’ll walk with you.”

      I nodded as we both set off toward a set of double doors. While the threat of Phillip lingered in the back of my mind, I was focused on getting to Van.

      The plain hospital décor barely registered. My eyes were on the prize, the finish line.

      Pressing the button beside the two doors, I waited to be allowed passage. The sign beside the door read Restricted.

      “Yes?”

      I spoke into the speaker. “Julia McGrath to see Donovan Sherman.”

      Instead of a response, the doors opened.

      “I’ll be safe,” I said to Arnold.

      Arnold reached for my hand. “Please be happy.”

      Swallowing my emotions, I nodded. “Drive safely. And if my parents ask, I asked you to come with me.”

      Arnold grinned. “I’ll tell them I delivered you safe and sound. That’s the most important thing.”

      After saying goodbye, I stepped between the open doors and entered a long hallway. At the far end I saw a nurse’s station. On each side of the corridor were doors. I read the numbers on my right and my left until I turned the corner, finding an isolated room. The number near the door was the one Michael had sent.

      Pushing the door inward, I paused. As a man’s voice came into range, I closed my eyes.

      There wasn’t any doubt in my mind of who I was hearing, who I was about to see. I felt his presence. The deep timbre of his voice reverberated all the way to my soul, leaving my flesh peppered with goose bumps. My skin tingled at the memory of his touch. My lips ached for his.

      Taking a breath, I opened my eyes and stepped into the room.

      Sobs bubbled in my chest and the drab room faded from my vision. Nothing registered except the green stare of the man sitting in the bed. My heart thundered in triple time at the vision.

      Van was alive, safe, and alert.

      “Julia.” My name came forth as a plea as he lifted his arms.

      If I were questioned under oath, I couldn’t say for sure where I dropped my phone or purse as I hurried to the one place I belonged—Van’s arms.

      “I love you.” My words were muffled against his shoulder.

      Palming my cheeks, he lifted my face and my lips until they met his. Despite the hospital bed, his kiss was strong and possessive, fueling a mutual hunger for one another.

      “I love you,” he said as our kiss ended and his embrace surrounded me.

      I laid my hand on his solid chest, allowing the steady beat of his heart to thump beneath my touch.

      Lifting my hand, his lips came down on my knuckles seconds before Van spoke. “I’m so sorry, Julia.”

      I shook my head. “No.” I moved my hand until our fingers intertwined. “Are you…?” My attention went to the machines around the head of his bed. There were so many.

      Tears filled my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      Van smiled. “I am now. I’ve been trying to reach you.”

      “They wouldn’t tell me…Mr. Fields explained your privacy provision…”

      Van’s hand cupped my cheek. “That is getting changed immediately.”

      “How long will you be here?”

      Michael cleared his throat.

      Warmth filled my cheeks as I turned, knowing I’d forgotten he was present. “Thank you, Michael. Thank you for messaging Arnold.”

      “Arnold?” Van asked.

      I nodded. “I was going to rent a car…but we know how that ended last time. Arnold insisted on driving me.”

      Michael spoke, “I’ll be happy to drive you to Ashland, Ms. McGrath, when you’re ready.”

      “I’m not leaving until Van can leave.”

      Van’s gaze went to Michael’s.

      I knew that look. “Before you two plot about my safety, I need to know everything about you.” I squeezed Van’s hand.

      “Find Ms. McGrath a secure hotel—”

      “No,” I said, standing straighter and releasing Van’s hand as I looked around the private room. “I can stay here.”

      “Here,” the two men said in unison.

      Scanning the room, I saw a large chair and a long sofa. Neither one looked comfortable, but I didn’t care. “I’m not leaving this room.”

      Van’s gaze met mine before he said, “Michael, we’ll text when we need you.”

      “The room is secure,” Michael said. Before Van or I could respond, he added, “It has been monitored since you were out of surgery.”

      Van exhaled. “Thank you. We can discuss more about Ashland later.”

      Michael nodded before exiting.

      Once we were alone, I shed my winter coat and lowered the side rail on Van’s bed. I couldn’t help the way I scanned him from his dark mane to the bump of his toes under the blankets. I longed to see every inch, to know he was whole. “Are you in pain?”

      He nodded.

      “What can I do to help?” It was then I noticed the walker near the wall.

      Before I could comment, Van did. “Maybe you should go on to Ashland.”

      I shook my head. “I meant what I said about not leaving you.”

      “It’s just that…”

      In our short relationship, I couldn’t recall a time when Van was tentative in any way. Hearing the uncertainty in his voice hit me harder than seeing him in the hospital bed. Bending my leg, I sat gingerly upon the bed to Van’s side. The warmth of his leg against mine felt right.

      The closeness we shared wasn’t forced. It was as comfortable and easy as it had been since the first night in the cabin. I’d never understood when people said that another person completed them. The concept didn’t compute with me until now. At Van’s side, holding his hand, and seeing the gold flecks in his gaze, I was whole.

      “I don’t want to leave you,” I admitted. “Without you, I’m incomplete.”

      Van lifted my hand and stared down at the solitary diamond before meeting my gaze. “I’ve felt the same way since I woke.”

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Yesterday? You were unconscious for four days?”

      Van nodded.

      I wanted to know more about his injury, but first he needed to hear that I didn’t leave him. “I want you to know that I didn’t choose to leave and go to Chicago.”

      “I know,” he said. “I was told the decision was made for you.”

      “My parents assumed you’d…”

      Van’s eyes closed and his nostrils flared. “I’d never hurt you.”

      “I know that.”

      “But I have. I’m the reason Madison—”

      I placed my finger on his firm lips. “I’ve had a lot of time to think. You weren’t responsible for what happened. She hurt you too.”

      “Because she’s been hurt.” He winced as he took a deep breath. “There’s so much you need to know. You should hear it all from me.” He looked to where our hands were connected and back. “After you hear it all, I’d understand if you changed your mind.”

      “Changed my mind. About you?”

      Van nodded.

      “There’s nothing you can say to make me change my mind.” A flash of a memory came back. “One of the things that I recall Madison telling me was that she’s the only woman you’ve ever loved.”

      Inhaling, Van lifted his chin until our eyes met. His cadence was slow and his timbre steady. It was as if he wanted each word to be heard. “I never knew love, never…” —he squeezed my hand— “before you.”

      New tears came to my eyes. “I believe you.”

      “Julia, if I could go back in time…”

      “I don’t want to go back. I want to go forward, with you.”

      His palm came to my cheek, cupping my face. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Tell me why you want me to go to Ashland.”

      “Fuck,” he growled, “I don’t. I also” —his gaze moved to the walker and back— “don’t want you to see me weak.”

      This was what Arnold meant.

      A smile came to my lips. “You are the opposite of weak, Van. You’re strong. You make me strong too. I felt you, even in Chicago. It would have been easy to fall back into old habits, to let my parents run my life, to curl into a ball and give up on a future. After all, I wasn’t getting any information about you or from you. Questions nagged at me, such as if you still wanted me.”

      “Fuck that, Julia. I want you. I will never stop wanting you.”

      I nodded. “I know that. I know that because you’ve told me over and over. I’ve seen it in your expression. I’ve felt it in your touch. No one, not Madison or Phillip, can take that away. We will survive this.”

      Van let out a long breath. “I can’t even walk to the damn bathroom.”

      “Then I guess that means I get to be on top for a while.”

      The sexiest smile I knew shone toward me.

      “I despise weakness,” he said, his expression dimming.

      “Then let me be strong.”

      Van pushed his head back as his gaze scanned over me. “She hurt you too.”

      I shrugged. “You win that contest. I don’t know what you know about what she did to me.” I went for the condensed version. “The doctors said that she injected me with a tranquilizer, one they think she stole from where she’d been a patient. I suppose she could have given me an overdose, but she didn’t. It was weird. I could see what was happening but not respond. No movement at all, even talking.” I remembered. “I saw her gather the paintings—you know the ones you had in the closet on the third floor?”

      “You saw those?”

      “Weeks ago, I went up to the third floor and looked around. I think she set them on fire. I couldn’t see the fire. She closed me in the closet. I smelled the smoke. When I woke, I was in Chicago.” I smiled. “I’ve spoken with Margaret and Vicki. They’re both fine. And Margaret said that Jonathon is working on the house. It should be fully repaired soon.”

      Van’s lips came together. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “The only thing that I’m sorry about is that I don’t have a second band under this engagement ring.”

      Van lifted my left hand, again staring at the engagement diamond. “You have your ring back.”

      I spread my fingers and looked at the diamond. “Back?”

      “I saw it on Madison’s finger right before she shot me.”

      My head shook from side to side as a new memory appeared. “I think I recall something…but I had it on when I woke.” My nose scrunched. “I do remember she was wearing a wedding dress exactly like mine.”

      Before Van could respond, the door to his room opened.

      I gasped at the woman entering. With light hair and her eyes downcast toward a cup in her grasp, I believed I was seeing Madison.

      “What the hell?” I asked.
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      Julia was an absolute vision. She was the flower I’d told her she was—her petals opened. She was strong and fierce like the blossom that survived the rain, taking the nourishment that came in a heavy downpour. Instead of weakening her, she grew stronger, her stem straighter, and her bloom brighter. Despite what Madison had done to both of us, Julia was fresh and bright as the fucking sun; she lightened the room.

      While Julia wore blue jeans and a sweater, my mind couldn’t help but see what wasn’t visible, what she hid beneath the clothes. I imagined her perfect skin, soft curves, and flat planes. Simply being in her presence made me feel more alive than I had since I woke.

      Julia spun toward the opening door. “What the hell?”

      Shit.

      I reached for Julia’s hand as she turned to me, her eyes open wide and the color draining from her cheeks. “This is my sister,” I said.

      Julia’s blue eyes blinked as she turned back to Liv.

      Liv seemed equally caught off guard. After setting the coffee cups on a table, my sister offered Julia her hand. “You must be Julia.”

      “Sister.” Julia exhaled as she laughed. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      “I’m often mistaken for Jennifer Aniston.”

      I offered introductions. “Liv, Julia. Julia, my sister Olivia.”

      Liv took a step back as an awkward silence settled over the room.

      I saw Liv’s evaluation in her green gaze, the way she sized up Julia, determining if she thought Julia was right for me. Fuck that. I had already made that decision.

      “Olivia,” I began, speaking to Julia, “thinks she should be invited to our wedding.”

      Taking my hand, Julia stayed sitting on the bed at my side. “I’d love to have you. Van wasn’t very forthcoming about his family.”

      Liv scoffed. “That isn’t surprising.”

      “As I’ve said,” I offered, “we’ve been estranged.”

      Liv brought me one of the cups of coffee. “Black, if I recall. Unless that’s changed too.”

      “Black,” I said as I let go of Julia’s hand and took the paper cup.

      “I guess that makes sense that your family was informed of your condition.”

      What Julia didn’t say was that she wasn’t informed. “I’m calling Oscar today and getting that changed.”

      “Actually,” Liv said as she took a seat in the reclining chair, “I wasn’t informed, not by the hospital or authorities. A mutual friend called me.”

      “Oh?”

      Fuck.

      Really, Liv?

      I forced a smile toward Julia. “I told you we have a lot to discuss.”

      “Surely,” Liv said, “you know Lena. Lena Montgomery.”

      Julia’s forehead furrowed. “That name sounds familiar.” She turned to me. “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, Lena is—”

      “Liv…” I interrupted as I lifted my hand. “I’ll fill Julia in on all the connections.”

      “Oh, but, Van,” Liv said, “it seems that you haven’t yet. You two were about to be married. Really, there’s no time like the present.” She grinned.

      Julia straightened her neck. “I’m glad you were here for Van.”

      “Lena was too. She was here first, but once I arrived, she needed to leave.”

      “Lena was here?” Julia asked.

      “Well, you see,” Liv went on, “she’s listed as the first person to call on Van’s medical power of attorney. She’s also been running Sherman and Madison.”

      “Stop,” I said, reaching for Julia’s hand. “I’m calling Oscar. This will all be changed.”

      “Oh,” Liv asked, speaking to Julia, “can you run Sherman and Madison?” She forced a laugh. “I know I couldn’t.”

      “Julia will be busy running Wade Pharmaceutical,” I offered.

      Nodding, Liv took her coffee to the chair and sat.

      After another moment as the tension seemed to build, Julia stood. “I seem to be the only one without coffee.” She smiled at Liv. “Could you be so kind as to point me toward the cafeteria?”

      “I didn’t know you were here. I would have gotten you a cup.”

      “I’m fine.” Julia turned toward the door and back. “Left? Right?”

      “There’s a café on the first floor. If you take the elevators to the right. I recommend their chocolate mocha.”

      Julia’s sapphire blue gaze narrowed. “Why?”

      “Because I like chocolate mocha.”

      “Julia?” I asked.

      “Oh nothing.” She came close and leaning over, offered me a kiss. “I’ll be right back.”

      Palming her cheeks, I held her close. “Take Michael. If he’s not there, wait.”

      Liv spoke, “He’s in the waiting room wearing a suit. The fact that he’s a bodyguard is as obvious as a neon sign.”

      “Good.” I let go of Julia’s cheeks. “Obvious will keep others away.”

      Julia reached for her purse and after nodding, disappeared.

      I waited until the door was shut. “You can go now.”

      “What? Why?” Liv asked.

      “Why?” I pushed the button, wincing as the bed moved me farther forward. “You were such a bitch.”

      Liv’s expression blanked. “I wasn’t. I just think that you keep too many secrets. The ring on her finger is beautiful. Hell, she’s beautiful. She’s also a child.”

      “Fuck you, Liv. Julia is an adult.”

      “Okay,” she said standing, “an adult child. Closer to a child.”

      Exhaling, I laid my head against the pillow.

      “Never mind her age.” Liv was now standing at the side of the bed. “She shouldn’t marry you and you shouldn’t marry her until you know all there is to know about her and she knows all there is to know about you.” Liv shrugged.

      “You’re now an expert of marriage?”

      Liv continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Granted, your history is significantly longer.” Her lips pursed. “Fifteen years. Twenty?”

      “What the fuck is your problem?”

      “My problem is that my brother is lying here shot. My other brother is missing. My sister-in-law is going to be committed—”

      “My money is on convicted,” I said, interrupting.

      Liv took a deep breath. “Forgive me if I think the number of players in this travesty is sufficient for ruining lives. You don’t need to bring anyone else in.”

      “That’s not your choice.”

      “Did she even know about Madison before…?”

      “Before she tried to kill us?” I offered as a way to finish her question. “Yes.”

      “So, she knows everything about Madison, Phillip, Lena…and Brooklyn?”

      “It’s not up to you to decide what Julia needs to know.” I gripped the side rail on the far side. “I meant what I said, Liv, leave. Thanks for coming. It was good to catch up.”

      “I’ll keep her, you know.”

      “Julia?”

      “No,” Liv said, “Brooklyn. I’m listed as her godmother. If Lena thinks she can argue…or you…”

      My gaze narrowed. “Is that why you’re really here? You think I’ll try to claim Brooklyn?”

      Tears glistened in Liv’s green stare. “She knows me. I love her.”

      “I’m relatively certain Lena won’t be a problem.”

      Liv took a step closer. “Phillip is missing. I’m a triplet without either of my brothers. I’m no longer married. If you marry…she’s so young…you have more money and if you have a wife…”

      My sister was married, as in past tense. I never met the guy. While I’d received an invitation, I’d sent my regrets with a nice gift. Seeing as how the marriage didn’t last, I didn’t miss much.

      The pieces were falling into place.

      “You’re afraid I’ll petition for custody. You’re afraid I’ll win. That’s why you were such a bitch to Julia.”

      Liv inhaled as she straightened her neck. “She’s never even met you.”

      “There is the little issue with the protective order.”

      “You can fight it. That’s what you do. You fight. You win. Phillip has been afraid of that ever since Madison went into care.”

      “I didn’t know she was hospitalized. Contrary to popular belief, I don’t stay informed on the happenings of the Thomases.”

      “I’ve seen your private investigator.”

      I shrugged. “Guilty, but that’s all about Brooklyn. I didn’t know about Madison.” The throbbing in my temples was back. The intermission was over, and this act was twice as loud as the one before. “Did you even give a shit about me, or did you come here to assess your chances at getting custody of Brooklyn?”

      “Yes, I gave a shit. When Lena called, I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      “Or you wanted to know firsthand what was happening.”

      Liv laid her hand over mine. “Van, don’t push me away. We might be all we have left.”

      “Where do you think Phillip has gone?”

      “I don’t know. He…he’s had difficulty.”

      Fucking Phillip.

      “I’m not having difficulty.”

      “You were shot.”

      My cheeks rose as I scoffed. “There is that.” I turned my hand and squeezed Liv’s. “I’m good. Thank you for coming. Now that Julia is here...”

      “You don’t need me.”

      “I love her,” I said with all sincerity. “I fucking love her. This isn’t like any woman before her. I wish I could explain, but I can’t.”

      “Red sin.”

      My mouth opened as I stared at my sister.

      “Remember the old wives’ tale about unexplainable attraction?” she asked. “Was it Grandma Thomas who would mention it? I always wanted that.” She sighed. “It isn’t real.”

      It is.

      Behind Liv, the door again opened. Looking up, I saw Michael nod as Julia entered.

      “Go back to Texas. She needs you.”

      Liv turned to the opening door. “I don’t know what you did.” Her voice was more genuine than before.

      Julia stepped inside the room. “What did I do?”
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      Something in Olivia’s expression mellowed. I didn’t know what she and Van had discussed. I only knew that it was obvious that they needed to talk—alone. I’d hoped that by stepping away for a few minutes they would clear the air. In the few seconds I’d been back, it seemed they had.

      “You tamed him.”

      My cheeks rose as I looked from Liv to Van and back. “No, I never set out to change Van. I fell hopelessly in love with the man who found me.”

      Liv came closer and offered me her hand. “Julia, may we start over? Even though Van and I haven’t been close, it’s difficult to stop being his big sister.”

      Big sister.

      “Van told me that he was born third.”

      She looked at him. “At least you’ve told her something.”

      “He told me about you, too,” I said.

      “You have been all he’s talked about since he woke. I don’t know if he ever mentioned it, but our grandmother used to go on about legends and old wives’ tales. She said that red is the color of blood, sacrifice, danger, and courage…”

      My gaze went to Van as Liv described red sin.

      From across the room, I felt whatever it was that bound us. Whether a legend or an old wives’ tale, the feeling was real. It swirled around us and between us. Such as one would see in an animated movie, and it filled the space with comfort. We were together even if we appeared apart.

      “He probably didn’t mention it,” Liv said.

      I turned back to her. “He did.”

      “Our family is five ways of fucked up, but I would like to not be a stranger.”

      I nodded. “I don’t blame you for wondering about me. Our relationship happened fast. All I can do is promise you, big sister, that I’ll do my best to love your brother.”

      Liv went to the window and picked up her coat and purse. “I have responsibilities in Texas, and now that I know Van’s in good hands, I can go back.” She looked at Van. “Call me. Share my number with Julia. If you can let her inside those walls you’ve constructed, maybe you can let us all in.”

      “That’s a tall order.”

      “Maybe me?”

      Van reached out and took his sister’s hand. “Thanks for coming.”

      I stood in place until the door closed again.

      There were so many things going through my thoughts. The one I couldn’t shake was of the first time Van opened up to me, telling me about Sherman Brothers and mentioning his family. Now I’d met both of his siblings—no, his co-triplets.

      It amazed me how three people who came into this world together could be so different. Olivia’s coloring was even different. It was why she reminded me of Madison at first glance. My gaze met Van’s. “She’s nice.”

      Van laughed before reaching for his side. “She was a bitch to you.”

      I set my coffee down and went to the bed, sitting on the side. “And rumor is that you’re the wolf.”

      “I am.”

      “Who am I?”

      Van took my hands in his. “I believe I told you when we first met that you are Little Red Riding Hood.”

      “I’m glad I met Olivia. Now who is Lena?”

      “Fuck,” he growled.

      “You know it’s like ripping off a Band-Aid.”

      “I mentioned Lena before. I met with her while we were in Chicago.”

      My eyes opened wide. “New Year’s Eve. Perfume lady.”

      “Yes.”

      “And she’s running Sherman and Madison?”

      “Not entirely. I’m conscious again.” He reached toward the bedside stand. “And I have my phone. I’m ready to take back the reins.”

      Moving the phone out of his reach, I asked, “Do you trust her?”

      “Liv?”

      “Lena.”

      “I do.”

      “Will she do her best serving in your stead?”

      “I believe so,” he said.

      “Then let her have a few more days.”

      Van’s expression contorted. “There’s more to who she is.”

      “Is she another crazed ex from your past?” The silence prevailed until I asked again, “She’s an ex?”

      “She’s a friend.”

      “A friend who you’ve slept with,” I said.

      “A friend who I know well, and who knows me.”

      He was forty-one.

      That fact was on refrain in my thoughts.

      It wasn’t fair for me to be jealous about the life Van lived, simply because it was before we met.

      “And the last time you slept together…” I prompted.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Sounds like you two hit it off.”

      Van reached out.

      I stepped closer until our hands connected and our fingers intertwined.

      “You are my red sin, Julia.” He looked down at our hands. “When we touch…fuck that. When we’re in the same room, I feel you. I’ve never had this before. Definitely not with Lena. Lena and I are better as friends, co-conspirators, and business cohorts than we are in a physical relationship. You are the only woman I’ve ever asked to marry me.”

      “Okay. Does Lena need to worry about a gunshot from Madison?”

      “I believe Madison is in custody.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said, dropping his hand to get my coffee.

      “Madison probably wouldn’t shoot her.”

      I turned back to him. “Probably?”

      He explained, “She’s Madison’s sister.”

      This was the bad soap opera again. “Don’t tell me, they’re twins.”

      “No. Lena is older.”

      I took a deep breath, went to a smaller chair, and pulled it next to Van’s bed. “Okay. You told me once that when we had uninterrupted time, you’d tell me more.” I feigned a grin. “Today is that day.” I reached for Van’s phone. “Let Lena, your… what is she?”

      “Friend.”

      My mind made the connections. Madison was married to Phillip, Van’s brother. That made Madison a sister-in-law. Lena was Madison’s sister.

      Was that a familial connection?

      I shook my head. “Let your friend deal with business. You concentrate on getting better and since we’re here and have all this time…talk.”

      Van pushed the table over his bed away. It glided on wheels. With obvious effort, he moved toward the side of the bed. Taking care to not tangle the tubes attached to his arm, he shifted one leg and then the other to the floor.”

      “Wait, are you supposed to do that?” I asked.

      He lifted his chin toward the wall. “I’m supposed to use that.”

      “The walker?”

      He nodded.

      Standing, I pushed my chair out of the way and wheeled the walker to the side of the bed. Van reached for the silver stand holding bags of fluids.

      “If you’re contemplating running to get out of the conversation,” I said, “I think I can catch you.”

      Gripping the handles of the walker, he slowly stood.

      The agony in his expression was enough for me to postpone our discussion.

      Once Van was erect, his green orbs zeroed in on my eyes. “I can barely walk, I have to take this thing” —he looked at the silver stand— “with me, and you want to know every dark secret. I’m not the one who will run. You will. Or you should.”

      “I’m not running, Van. I’m here for you.”

      He scoffed.

      “Tell me,” I said, “if this were reversed…If I’d been shot and needed assistance to go to the bathroom, would you run away?”

      “Fuck no. I’d carry you.”

      I reached for the silver stand and moved a few feet next to him, until we reached the bathroom. I opened the door. “Let me carry you.”

      Before Van passed me, he stopped. Letting go of the walker, he inhaled and gingerly stood straighter until his shoulders were back and his chest was out. Even with only socks on his feet, Van was tall, much taller than I. His wide chest was before me as his hands came to my hips.

      “Seeing you walk into this room was the best fucking thing I’ve seen in my life.”

      I lifted my hands to his shoulders. “I couldn’t stay away.”

      He tugged me closer. “I don’t like the way I feel.”

      I leaned closer, easing my soft against his hard. “I like the way you feel.”

      The gold flecks settled as the green dominated in his orbs. “I feel like I can lose you. I feel like you’ll decide I’m not worth the trouble.”

      “If you allow me to carry you now” —I giggled— “metaphorically, when you’re well, you can carry me wherever you want, for whatever you want.”

      His chest inflated. “Whatever?”

      “Whatever. I trust you, Mr. Sherman.”

      Holding my cheeks, he gave me a kiss.

      As he reached again for the walker, I pushed the silver stand into the bathroom and asked, “Do you need help in there?”

      “I’m not ready for that,” he said with a sly grin. “When I am, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Before Van came out of the bathroom, there was a knock preceded by a man in green scrubs. “Hello. I’m Donovan’s nurse.”

      It seemed that once again, Van had successfully dodged our conversation.

      I didn’t mind.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.

      There was no rush to learn his secrets, only the peace of knowing he will tell me.
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      My eyes opened as a new nurse entered the hospital room. Each interruption grated on my nerves. I’d achieved what they required for me to be released—eat, drink, and shit. I was more than ready to get out of this fishbowl.

      However, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever sleep all the way through an entire night again. It seemed that each time I fell asleep, someone else was entering the room to check this or change that. I’d been conscious for five days. The last four days and nights Julia kept her word, not leaving my side. Currently, she was sleeping in the large recliner. Despite it being laid back, she had curled herself into a ball with only her golden hair showing.

      Julia wasn’t only at my side while I slept; she’d been present through updates from my doctors and physical therapists. As much as I wished she didn’t see me lacking strength, her companionship, support, and positive attitude were the ingredients that kept me going.

      I’d done as Julia recommended and allowed Lena to stay in the CEO role at Sherman and Madison Corporation. Lena knew business, the ups and downs and the pitfalls. Her oversight was in name more than purpose, allowing my people to keep things going, coming to her when there were questions. She even called daily, giving me brief updates.

      Sherman and Madison was progressing. It was the situation with Wade where I felt lacking. Julia had mentioned an email she’d found on her father’s computer. And while she’d spent hours reading on her phone, Julia hesitated to discuss the findings with me, claiming my attention was better spent recuperating.

      I had to agree with recuperation. I was on my last nerve in this place.

      The sooner I could get to my home office and research the details of the GreenSphere offer, the better I’d feel. Lena promised me some information Jeremy found, once I was ready.

      I was fucking ready.

      It wasn’t until the nurse was done entering information into her tablet that her gaze met mine and a smile came to her lips. “Sorry to bother you. Time to take your blood pressure,” she whispered as she removed the cuff from the holder on the wall and placed it around my arm.

      As she pumped up the cuff, I tilted my head toward the chair and spoke in a hushed tone. “My fiancée is still asleep.”

      Placing the stethoscope in her ears, the nurse nodded. Once she was done, she whispered, “I hear that hotels have better accommodations with less interruptions.”

      “I’ve mentioned it to her.”

      “Your blood pressure is good. You’ve been seventy-two hours fever free.” She smiled. “You should be sprung from this place soon.”

      It was the best news I’d heard in days.

      “Can you assure me of that?”

      “No. I saw where your doctors are scheduled to check on you today. The final word will come after they convene.”

      “I’m ready to leave.”

      “My fingers are crossed,” she said as she walked away.

      As the door shut, Julia stretched. Her eyes opened as they came my way. “I heard that.”

      “Home.”

      Righting the chair, Julia stood, wrapping the blanket around her. “Home.” The one word came in a melody from her lips.

      I moved to the far side of the single bed, giving her space. “Lie with me.”

      She lowered the bedrail.

      While we’d wanted to do this days ago, I had been connected to too many things. Each day a monitor or a bag of fluids was eliminated. No longer was I attached to anything and even without the earlier pain killers, the pain had decreased. That wasn’t to imply that I didn’t have pain. It was that no longer was I in agony.

      The physical therapist explained that despite the bullet being low caliber, it tore muscle as well as the more dangerous injury to my intestine. The surgeon did what she could, but time was the true healer. If I was willing to give the tissues time, they would mend.

      Julia and I had walked the hallways of this floor as Michael or one of the other people from his old company watched over us. The walker was now replaced with a cane. If I had my way, that too would be gone.

      “Are you sure?” Julia asked, standing at the bedside. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I patted the mattress. “Having you beside me isn’t painful.”

      Gingerly, Julia pulled back the blankets and eased herself beside me. I longed to turn on my side and pull her body against mine. That wasn’t yet possible. Once we were both covered again, she settled with her head next to mine, our noses nearly touching when I turned.

      “Remember that satisfied sex life I promised you?” I asked.

      “Van, it’s okay.”

      I ran my palm over her shoulder and down her arm until my hands stopped on her hips. “It’s not okay.” My cock twitched, letting me know that it still worked. When my body was ready, so was it. I grinned. “I’m still amazed you haven’t left.”

      “You had a life before we met. I had one too. Why would my learning your past make me run?”

      Yes, I’d told Julia most of my secrets when it came to Lena, Madison, and Phillip. It was when I’d added Logan Butler to the story that Julia remembered her connection. Her recollections were fuzzy; after all, Julia had been quite young when Lena and Logan dated. I didn’t hold back about the man she had called uncle for all her life.

      I’d also promised to introduce her and Lena.

      There was still one subject I had yet to broach.

      “Are you tired?” I asked as her warmth radiated at my side.

      “Yes, but sleeping here isn’t easy. Going home to Ashland sounds heavenly.” She lifted her head and with her elbow on the mattress, she looked down at me. “Are you going to tell me more? Is there more?”

      To think I wanted a memoir written.

      Of course, I hadn’t planned on it containing anything but the basics of my personal life. The center theme was to be my success. Nevertheless, each time I confessed and Julia accepted without pause, I found myself even more enthralled with the woman at my side.

      I cleared my throat and spoke low. “There is something else you should know, something you should learn from me.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Taking a deep breath, I stared up at the ceiling as Julia’s fingers found mine. I fought the urge to hold more of her, to tease away her clothes, and feast on her beauty. Instead, we were clothed, lying beside one another in a small hospital bed, and I was about to share the one thing I never imagined sharing.

      “Van, I won’t run.”

      Rip off the Band-Aid.

      That was the analogy Julia used.

      I debated with myself on how to even begin the conversation. Teasing the edge of that bandage, I pulled with all my strength. Finally, I blurted out, “The reason I can’t see Brooklyn is because she’s my daughter.”

      “Your daughter?” Julia exhaled and laid her head back on the pillow beside mine. Her mind was computing. “Brooklyn is ten.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded.

      Julia wasn’t looking at me, and I didn’t blame her. Instead, she was speaking up at the ceiling. “And how long have Phillip and Madison been married?”

      “Fifteen to sixteen years.”

      Her head shook. “I don’t understand.”

      My eyes closed as I recalled the knock on my door. “I’ve watched Brooklyn grow up from afar. I never imagined that I’d find a woman like you. I wasn’t looking for a relationship or a wife. Now I want that and more. I also want to be a father—when you’re ready.”

      “A father to Brooklyn?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “A father to our children.”

      “Explain how you’re Brooklyn’s father.” She took a breath and sat up. In the dim illumination, she turned on the bed, facing me. “I know biology. But if Madison was married to Phillip...how?”

      My mind went back to that summer evening. “Madison came to me. She said that she wanted to be pregnant. She believed a child would give her and Phillip what their marriage lacked.”

      Julia’s jaw tensed. “She came to you. She was married to your brother.”

      There was no going back. I forged ahead. “Madison said that she’d never used birth control during their marriage, and she hadn’t gotten pregnant. Biologically, Phillip and I are similar—not identical,” I added.

      “Artificial insemination?”

      I scoffed. For the first time, I wished I could say yes. Instead, I answered honestly, “No.”

      Julia’s chin fell to her chest. “No,” Julia repeated before looking up. “And Phillip knows?”

      “He knows. He knows that once again I did what he couldn’t.”

      “You had sex.”

      “That was what it was, Julia. Sex. She wanted my sperm. I wasn’t going to jack off in some test tube.”

      “Did you love her…then? Care about her?”

      I exhaled. “Not like I should have. I never claimed I was a good man.”

      Taking a breath, Julia straightened her neck. “You are a good man, Van. Sometimes good people do bad things.”

      “Brooklyn…I don’t know her,” I admitted, “but she isn’t bad.”

      Julia nodded as she lay back beside me. “Phillip, was he okay with this…arrangement?”

      “No,” I answered. “Madison told Phillip she needed time and that she was staying with Lena.”

      “Lena knows?”

      “Yes. Lena was her cover. That didn’t mean Lena approved.” I shook my head from side to side. “It was fucked up. It was also what Madison wanted.”

      “You’re saying that you did care about what she wanted.”

      “I’d say I took advantage of it.”

      “Did Madison want to leave Phillip and be with you?” Julia asked as she stood.

      “No, she wanted a baby.”

      “There are other ways.”

      “They couldn’t afford in-vitro fertilization. Madison didn’t want Phillip to know he was infertile or so she thought he was. She thought he’d be happy to be a father.”

      “He wasn’t,” Julia said.
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      “He wasn’t happy with the way it happened,” I confirmed.

      “What happened when he found out?” Julia asked.

      “World War III. Madison called him and told him where she was. He came to the house.”

      “The house where we live?”

      “No, the Christmas tree farm.”

      Julia nodded as she again sat on the edge of the bed, turning toward me. “I’m having trouble hearing this and staying still.”

      “I can stop.”

      “No, keep going.”

      “The day he came to get her was the last time I saw either of them until seeing Madison the day she shot me. Lip came into my home, screamed at her. He screamed at me. I told him to get out. I told her to stay.”

      Julia stood again and paced beside the bed.

      I didn’t mean to divulge everything, but I couldn’t stop myself. The story that I’d never fully told anyone was flowing out of me. Each word lifted a weight I’d been carrying for over ten years. Each sentence freed me from the prison I’d created.

      Did freeing myself burden Julia?

      I didn’t want that.

      “I can stop,” I said, pushing the button and sitting up. I reached for her hand. “If you don’t want to know more. I’m not trying…” I wasn’t sure what I was doing.

      Julia squeezed my hand. “Don’t stop.”

      A smile lifted my cheeks. “I do love when you say that.” I looked up at Julia, my expression sobering. “I never asked Madison to marry me, just to stay. Lip’s temper wasn’t new or a secret. Madison never said he hurt her.” I remembered the paintings falling. “She didn’t need to say it.”

      “Oh.”

      “Sometimes, she would call me by his name. It was when she thought she’d done something I wouldn’t like. She’d apologize profusely. It was sad and sickening at the same time. Sometimes I’d convince her I wasn’t him. Other times, I’d leave her alone.”

      “Alone?”

      “I’d give her space. There were times when she’d be upset and say that I was holding her against her will.” I met Julia’s gaze. “The doors were never locked. She could have left.”

      Julia sat back on the edge of the bed. “When you said that Madison had been hurt, you meant by Phillip?”

      “I meant by all of us. No one in her circle is without blame. I used her.”

      “For sex.”

      I shrugged. “No. Sex isn’t that difficult to find.”

      “Especially when you’re named most eligible bachelor.”

      My jaw clenched. “I hated that shit. It was all PR to counteract the allegations regarding business practices. Make me more relatable they said.”

      “How did you use Madison?” Julia asked.

      This scenario never bothered me—ever, even when I was doing it. Now I saw it for what it was, and I was disgusted by the man I’d been.

      “Van,” Julia said, “I don’t need to know this. I want to. It’s part of who you are.”

      I looked down at my hands now in my lap. “I was awful.” I looked back to Julia. “I want to be better with you.”

      “You are better. Tell me, how did you use Madison?”

      “I used her to hurt Phillip.” I exhaled. “She’d already chosen him. I’d given up on the dream of a normal life with her. When she came to me for sperm, it was an opportunity presented on a fucking silver platter to royally screw my brother.”

      “By screwing Madison.” There was no emotion in Julia’s voice.

      “Yes. I never lied to you, Julia. I told you that I’d done terrible things. I should have sent her away when she showed up at the door. When I agreed to impregnate her, my main thought wasn’t about sex or even rekindling whatever we’d had. It definitely wasn’t about a baby. I had one focus—Phillip.”

      “Why do you hate him so much?”

      “There isn’t one answer to that question.” I tried to pinpoint a time in my life when I didn’t have animosity toward him. I couldn’t recall a time.

      “I almost feel bad for Madison,” Julia said, “but you can’t blame yourself for her mental state. There’s more to that than her history with you.”

      “Those paintings,” I said, “the ones on the third floor…?”

      “Yes.”

      “She painted them while she was staying with me. When we were younger—around your age—she wanted to paint. She studied art in college before she had to quit. It was the one thing that she was passionate about.”

      “You kept the paintings.”

      I nodded. “I hadn’t looked at them in years. They were just there.”

      “She didn’t take them when she left?”

      “Phillip wouldn’t have allowed it. If she had, he would have destroyed them.”

      “And now she’s the one who destroyed them.”

      I paused. “I haven’t really thought about that. It’s hard to know what Madison was thinking—if she was thinking…” My voice faded away.

      “You told me once that she would have frozen in the car if she were me.”

      My lips curled into a smile as I looked over at Julia. “She would have.”

      “Yet she came to you to do what Phillip couldn’t. That’s drive,” Julia said. “She came to Ashland after she got out of the institution, and she planned…she stole medications. She was at the consignment shop where I bought my dress. I thought she worked there. What she did to us, it wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment attack. It was planned.” Julia’s voice grew stronger. “I can have sympathy for her circumstances but not for what she did to Vicki and Margaret or you and me.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said. “You deserve your feelings. I think I agree, but what eats at me is Brooklyn. She has lost her mother—and not just recently. I didn’t know that Phillip had Madison committed.”

      “What would you have done if you knew?”

      My nostrils flared as I exhaled and looked up. The ceiling was exactly the same as it had been for a week, and yet I was counting the tiles as I pondered Julia’s question. “I don’t know.” I reached for her. “I made terrible decisions. I let my need to be more and better than Lip fuel the destruction of a woman whom at one time I thought I loved.”

      Julia’s blue eyes widened. “It’s okay to have loved before me. I can live with that as long as I’m who you love now.”

      “I do. You are.” Tugging her hand, I pulled Julia closer until she was over me. I kissed her soft lips. As our kiss ended, I shook my head. “You changed everything.”

      “I don’t want to change you.”

      “Without you, I would have died thinking that what I felt for Madison was love and what I felt for Phillip was hate. Black and white. No gray. I would have taken that to my grave if it wasn’t for one woman, one beautiful, caring woman I found along the side of the road.”

      “Van…”

      I placed my finger over her lips.

      “I could have been an old man, thinking I knew love, but the truth was I didn’t. My connection to Madison was unhealthy and obsessive.”

      “For both of you.”

      I nodded. “I can see that now. I see it because now I know love. I know it because you’re here. I see it and feel it. Even this minute when you should be running, you’re here.”

      She lifted my hand as our fingers intertwined. When her blue orbs came my way, she asked, “Besides the people involved, who else knows about this?”

      “No one.”

      Her smile grew. “That’s one of the things I love about you. Of all the women in the world, you’re sharing this with me. I don’t need to pass judgment on what you’ve done. I wasn’t there. It wouldn’t be right or fair. I can appreciate that you’re trusting me. And yes, I do love you.”

      I reached out, running my thumb over Julia’s cheek as my touch skirted over her arm. It was as if I couldn’t stop touching her. “I don’t know if what we have started was red sin or if I am the fucking luckiest man on the planet. What I do know is that I wasn’t ready for love when I was your age. I was too focused on more—”

      “Bigger and better,” Julia interrupted.

      “I can’t hate Madison for what she did.”

      Julia tilted her head.

      “I don’t love her, but I can’t hate her.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      I pushed the button, lying myself back. Patting the pillow, I wordlessly asked her to lie back down. Once she did, Julia pulled up the covers, and I reached for her hand. “Hate is too consuming,” I said. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done to Madison. I’m relieved that all of us will recover from her behavior, but I no longer have enough emotion inside me to give any more to her. You are who I want to spend my emotion on.”

      Rolling on her side, Julia’s blue eyes stared into my gaze as if she were not only listening but reading my thoughts. For one of the first times in my life, I was completely transparent, open, and strangely vulnerable. I longed for her to see that, to know that I was telling the truth.

      Finally, she spoke, “She needs help.”

      “She does, and her husband needs to step forward. He’d legally cut Lena out of everything. I’m still not sure how Madison was discharged. I’d guess that the police are investigating this all the way back.”

      “I spoke to a detective over the phone when I was with my parents.”

      “What did you tell him?” I asked, curious that I hadn’t received a call or a visit.

      “Anything I could remember. Is there more you want to tell me?” Julia asked as she settled again at my side.

      “I think I would like a relationship of some kind with Brooklyn.” It was a new thought, but it was there. If I was opening up, I wanted to be completely honest.

      “Do you want her to know you’re her father?”

      “I don’t know. I want what’s best for her.”

      Julia lifted her head and brought her hand to my cheek.

      I could stare into her blue orbs for hours. Despite the fact I didn’t deserve it, in her gaze I saw her love, understanding, and devotion.

      Her smile grew. “Hate is consuming. But love is different. There’s always enough.”

      “I never loved Madison, not like you.”

      “Your feelings for her no longer matter because they’re in the past. But you love Brooklyn—you always have even if it’s been from afar. I can hear it in your voice.”

      “I’ve never let myself think about it.”

      “You care. It’s why you have her picture, and the PI who’s kept you informed.” Julia leaned down until our noses touched. “You care because instead of stating what you want, you want what’s best for her. That’s love, Van. I would be more concerned if you didn’t care. The man I know, the one who found me, he loved even when he didn’t know he did.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “No, it’s not. You can and should love Brooklyn, as her father or her uncle. I’m not threatened by that. What you feel for her is proof of what a good man you are.”

      After leaving a kiss on my lips, Julia settled again at my side and yawned. “I’m going to dream about you.” She curled against me. “And in the morning, be ready.”

      “Because when I wake up, you’ll be gone?”

      “No. I’m too tired to process all of this, but that doesn’t mean I love you less. Tomorrow, I’ll tell you about my long-lost twin and the men from my past.”

      “Men?”

      “Yes, plural.” A soft giggle filled the air.

      “And I thought I was the only one keeping secrets.”

      “Oh, be prepared.”
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      Stepping into the kitchen from the breezeway a few steps behind Van, I was filled with mixed emotions—relief while simultaneously, unsettling apprehension. It was as if the two were at odds within me.

      Pausing within the doorway, we both looked around. Nothing was out of place. No one would enter this house and know what had happened a little over a week ago. No one would imagine that this home had been a crime scene. Even the scent of smoke that we’d been told about had been cleared away.

      Michael followed us from behind until we were all three inside the kitchen. At the same time, Albert came from the living room. “Mr. Sherman, Ms. McGrath, you’re alone,” Albert announced. “I’ve personally checked the entire house. Would you like to see the third floor? The sensors are now installed.”

      Van pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sat.

      I couldn’t help but assess his every move. There was no doubt he was improving. His color was better, and his strength was improving. I was concerned that the trip back to Ashland took its toll.

      “The third floor can wait,” he said.

      Despite Van’s heroic effort, I knew he wasn’t without pain. When he was finally discharged from the hospital in Madison, the first thing Van did was to proclaim the cane as trash. And while the nurses wanted him to ride in a wheelchair in those final moments, step by step, he walked to the waiting car.

      When one of the medical staff looked to me for help, I shrugged.

      From the moment I met the man wearing the mountain-man clothes and staying in the remote cabin, I had been enthralled. I didn’t want to change the man he was then, and I wouldn’t change the man he was now. Leaving the hospital on his own two feet was Van’s statement to the world.

      Donovan Sherman was back.

      He was alive.

      He was strong.

      And as always, he was in charge.

      Van didn’t need to say any of that aloud. He proclaimed it with each step.

      At the entrance to the hospital, we were met by a small group of reporters. Pictures and video captured his departure. While neither Van nor I offered a comment, the questions were hurled our way. With a wave and a slight grin, Van and I disappeared into the back seat of Michael’s car.

      Now after a flight to Ashland where a car was waiting for Michael to drive us the final leg of our journey, we were finally home.

      “I need to call Margaret,” I said. “Everything is perfect.”

      Van had his phone out of his pocket. “I can see the floor plan.”

      “I’ll go see the third floor,” I volunteered. Turning back to Van, I said, “Unless you need me.”

      “Go.” He lifted his chin. “Look for both of us.”

      Michael stayed with Van as I went with Albert.

      As we passed through the living room, I paused at the front door.

      My curiosity got the better of me, leading me through the French doors to the large entrance. This was where Madison shot Van. I’d been told the story, yet standing here I could see there was nothing, no hole or blood. A cold chill came to my skin as I fought unsuccessfully to block images of what I’d heard. It was as if the ghosts of the past were hiding but not gone.

      Albert waited.

      “It’s hard to believe Van was shot right here.”

      Albert nodded. “It was hard to believe when it happened, and I was right here.”

      “Was Madison wearing my ring?” Van said he saw it.

      Albert nodded.

      “I was wearing it when I woke in Chicago.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It didn’t belong to her. She’d already taken too much.”

      I looked down at the diamond and back to Albert. “Thank you.”

      “I think I forgot to tell that part to the police.”

      “What part?”

      “If you want to know more…”

      I could ask for his eyewitness account, but I knew more than I wanted to know. Those memories would forever be present in the scar Van would have on his abdomen. “Let’s go upstairs.”

      Together Albert and I went up the stairs to the second-floor landing. With each step, I searched for any outward sign of the invasion. My thoughts filled with the fact that Madison had been in the house without our knowledge for possibly days.

      Together we made it to the third floor. Using a key, Albert unlocked the door at the top of the second set of stairs, pushed the door inward, and turned on the overhead lights. Much as it had been weeks ago, the room was empty.

      “I don’t remember seeing anything when Madison brought me up here,” I said. “What made you think she had been staying?”

      Albert pointed to the closet. “There was a makeshift bed in there, water bottles, and food wrappers.”

      “What did she use to make a bed?”

      “Blankets and sheets, I’d assume from the linen closets.”

      The idea of Madison staying this close made my stomach twist.

      “There were also towels and supplies in the bathroom,” Albert said.

      “Did you dispose of all of it?”

      “The police took some as evidence. The rest is gone.”

      I scanned the floor, walls, and ceiling. “There’s no sign of the fire.”

      “Jonathon took care of the damage. Thankfully, it didn’t get the chance to become more invasive.”

      “The paintings?” I asked.

      Albert shook his head. “Gone. The oil-based paint and canvases burned quickly.”

      I nodded, thinking of the brief glimpse I had of the artwork. If I’d known who painted them or their significance, I would have looked longer, creating a lasting impression. That opportunity was gone.

      As we were walking toward the door, I stopped. My ears perked up at the sound of Van’s voice. “Where is that coming from?” I asked.

      Albert too stood still as Van’s voice continued to fill the air. He wasn’t speaking loudly, yet his voice seemed as if he was in the room with us. Slowly, we both walked back into the room and toward a grate in the wall.

      “Air duct,” Albert said.

      My forehead furrowed as I frowned. “To the kitchen?”

      “I’m not sure, ma’am.”

      Walking past Albert, I hurried out of the third-floor room and down the first set of stairs. As I was about to descend the main staircase to the first floor, I heard voices from our bedroom. As the blood drained to my feet, I turned and walked that way. In the front room of the suite were Michael and Van.

      Van’s gaze caught mine. “I made it up the stairs.” He hesitated, his gaze narrowing. “What’s wrong, Julia?” He came closer, his steps slow and steady.

      “Albert and I…” I turned as Albert appeared at the door to our suite. “…we were upstairs. We could hear you. Every word. Through the air vent.”

      Van pulled me against him. “No one is there to listen.”

      I backed away, my skin feeling too tight. “Madison was. The weekend before the wedding, after the cabin was locked and Michael and Albert were in the guesthouse, she was here.” My words came faster and faster. “Upstairs. Van, we spent the entire weekend in this suite.” My stomach continued to twist as my body began to tremble. “She heard us. She was listening as we…everything. She heard everything.”

      Again, he pulled me flush against him. My cheek landed on the soft shirt covering his wide chest as his arms wrapped around me. His heart beat a steady rhythm in my ear. “We’re alone. We’re safe.”

      Closing my eyes, I let his deep tenor reverberate through me.

      When I looked up, Albert and Michael were gone. Our main doors to the hallway were closed.

      Van led me to the sofa, tugging me to sit beside him. “Fuck, Julia. I’m sorry. I’m sorry Madison was here. I’ve spoken with Oscar Fields and other members of my legal team. So far, Phillip hasn’t materialized. Not in Texas to see Brooklyn or Liv and not at the facility where Madison is being held.”

      I wasn’t sure why I didn’t ask before. “Where is she?”

      “At first she was in jail. They transferred her to a facility better equipped to handle her needs. It’s a high-security mental health facility about three hours from here. Forensic psychologists will be evaluating her.”

      “Will be?”

      “Apparently, there’s a wait.”

      “How did you find out?” I asked.

      “Oscar was informed since he’s our attorney and we were victims. I also asked Lena.”

      My eyes closed.

      It was as if my hold on life was tethered to Van, helping him recover and ensuring that he’d get home. Now that we were here, I felt the rope slipping away, my purpose for being here unclear.

      Blinking, I realized even though the man holding me was trying to help me, he too needed help. “I’m sorry.” I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “I’m being ridiculous.”

      “You’re not ridiculous. Coming back to our home is a major step for both of us. Do you want to leave?”

      Leave.

      Go where?

      I shook my head. “No. I want to feel safe in our home.”

      Van removed his phone from his jean pocket. “Look here.” He hit the app and a diagram of the house came up. There were two spots of light in our suite and two in the kitchen.”

      “Michael and Albert?”

      Van nodded. “They slipped away to give us privacy. I asked them to stay until I can speak with them.”

      “Could they stay…longer?” I shook my head again. “No. I’m being silly.”

      “Michael and I discussed that. I wanted to talk to you first. If you don’t mind the company and restrictions on fucking in the living room, they can alternate staying here for the next week or so. Especially while Phillip is still MIA.”

      A grin came to my lips at the casualness of Van including living room fucking to our plans. “I think our days and nights of living room anything are on hold for a while.”

      Van lifted his eyebrows as his green orbs glistened. “I threw that fucking cane away. I’m not giving up on fucking.”

      “I haven’t given up.”

      “Good.” He lifted my left hand and brought my knuckles to his lips. “There’s one more piece of business Oscar asked me about earlier today.”

      “What is that?”

      “Our wedding.”

      “I don’t need a wedding, Van. I want to be your wife. I never want you to be hurt again, but if you are, I want to be the person they call. I can’t run Sherman and Madison, but I’d like to be the one to call Lena or whoever you want. And if anything happens to me, I don’t want my parents showing up and whisking me away.”

      “First,” his tenor deepened, “you’re not allowed to have anything happen to you ever again. Second, I’ve already spoken to Oscar about my medical power of attorney. You are at the top of the list no matter your last name.”

      “I wish Vicki could be here.”

      “Call her tomorrow,” he said. “Tell her the schedule is on her.”

      “If she fails out of school, it will be my fault.”

      “I have more faith in her than that,” Van said.

      Resting against the sofa, I exhaled and gazed around, taking in the suite around us. “I’m glad we’re home. I may have demons to deal with, but as long as I’m with you, I will.”

      “I can carry you.”

      I brought my palm to his cheek. The surface was scratchy with a day’s worth of growth and small lines formed near his emerald green eyes. “I’m trying to be strong for you.”

      “Don’t,” he said. “I’m stronger than I was yesterday and the day before. You’re mine, Julia. It isn’t easy for me to admit I need help from anyone. Yet Michael and I already discussed the idea of one of them staying here each night. Never doubt I’ll protect you with my life. Know I’ll stop at nothing, and if that means allowing others to carry part of the load, so be it.”

      Our lips came together as his fingers wove through my hair, tilting my head. The ferocity of his kiss bruised my lips as our tongues began to mingle. For the first time in over a week, I allowed myself to luxuriate in Van’s embrace, tasting his kiss, and enjoying the feel of his body against mine.

      Without provocation, moans escaped my throat as my insides grew tight. I wasn’t the only one to have a physical reaction. Van’s blue jeans bulged as his erection pushed against the constraints of the denim.

      When we pulled away, I grinned. “The doctor recommended…”

      Van’s fingers splayed beneath my top. “She said sexual intercourse depended on my pain level and stamina.”

      “I’m okay with taking it slow.” Scanning the beautiful suite, the woodwork, and the view beyond the windows, I appreciated the contrast to the hospital room. “It’s good to be here with you and no nurses coming in at all hours.”

      “I agree.”

      “I would love a bath, a glass of wine, and a fire—in the fireplace,” I added.

      “In the fireplace.” Van’s expression sobered. “Are the paintings gone?”

      “Yes. I didn’t look in the closet, but from what Albert said…yes.” I saw the dimming of Van’s golden flecks. “Does that make you sad?”

      “No. The reason I saved them no longer exists, or maybe she does” —he feigned a smile— “and she isn’t a canvas, but a real person—Brooklyn, the best thing Madison ever created.” Van stood. His movements were deliberate yet getting quicker by the day. Offering me his hand, he said, “I’d love to join you in that bath.”

      “The instructions said not to soak your incision.”

      “Then I’ll call Michael for food and wine from downstairs and talk to him about them alternating staying on the premises.”

      I nodded.

      His thumb came to my cheek. “Then I’ll shower and afterward, watch you bathe.”

      My grin grew. “Watch me?”

      Van nodded, his gaze shimmering. “And after your bath…” He left the possibilities open, adding one clue to his thoughts. “Where is that vibrator you packed?”
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      “It’s not just Donovan,” Paula said, Friday morning. “Men are the worst patients.”

      Holding my mug of coffee, I grinned. “He’s not that bad. They gave instructions and he’s following them—mostly.” My mind went to the first night we were back. The first time in over a week when we were finally alone—alone with bodyguards down the hall.

      The bath.

      The food.

      The wine.

      The vibrator.

      Donovan may not be ready for sex, but that was only in the truest sense of the word. Intercourse was postponed. The last few nights and days were sensual and real. It was virgin territory for both of us—taking things as far as we could while supporting one another and lingering in the bliss of being together.

      Van’s struggles were physical.

      There was still pain in his abdomen when he moved certain ways. And while he needed more rest than before, his energy level was improving.

      My struggles were more emotional.

      Physically, I had virtually no residual effects from what Madison had done. The cough brought on by the smoke was nearly gone. It was emotionally and psychologically where I battled. I imagined being watched. I startled at everyday noises. I asked Jonathon to do something about the vent on the third floor. I kept every light in the suite on until we were in bed, and even then, I left the shower light on in the bathroom, not allowing our fortress to be fully covered in darkness.

      Despite Van’s and my individual battles, our wants and desires focused on one another. Since our first meeting, our connection had been palpable. Since our return to the house, we’d proven that we could bring one another pleasure without intercourse. We could lead one another to heights and hold on as our bodies found release.

      While this was different, I wouldn’t say that it was bad.

      We found the pleasure in simple touches, holding one another, sharing our secrets and our concerns, staring into one another’s eyes, and just being close.

      “Does he have someone coming to the house to check on him?” Paula asked.

      “Van has a doctor in town. He’s been there once since we got back, has instructions on care and physical therapy. His next appointment is scheduled.” I sighed. “As long as things keep improving, I don’t think Van’s open to any new or more people coming in the house.”

      Paula nodded. “I will say the traffic has picked up since you arrived.”

      “Not my intention.” I took a sip of the hot liquid and smiled at the older woman. “I never got the chance to thank you for the decorations in the cabin.”

      She stopped what she was doing and looked my way. “Have you been out there—to the cabin?”

      I shook my head. “No. But I’ve heard from Michael that what you and Margaret did was nice.”

      My thoughts went where they often did.

      The face I saw through the cabin window, the one I couldn’t make out weeks ago was now crystal clear, complete with Madison’s blond hair and green eyes. Her stare was lighter than Van’s and Olivia’s—however, the similarities between the two women were close enough to account for my first reaction when Olivia entered Van’s hospital room.

      I didn’t only imagine Madison peering through the cabin window. I also saw her in this house, hiding in the shadows, watching and listening. Oscar Fields promised that Madison was still in custody, but that didn’t seem to matter when my pulse raced and my skin beaded with perspiration.

      “Maybe,” Paula said, “Peggy and I could go out there with you—to the cabin.”

      My head shook quickly back and forth.

      “Jonathon could drive us, or Michael or Albert,” she went on. “We could gather the decorations and bring them back here. You know, Donovan’s” —she grinned— “your living room is beautiful for a wedding.”

      Running my finger over the rim of the mug, I thought about returning to the cabin. Unease at the thought caused the English muffin and fruit I’d just eaten for breakfast to churn in my stomach. Looking up at Paula, I said, “I don’t want to leave Van.”

      “Have you been out of the house since you returned from Madison?”

      “I went to the doctor’s office in town with Van.”

      “Did you go anywhere else? His office? A café?”

      “Truly, there’s nowhere I want to go.” My gaze went to the large windows as I recalled the consignment and the coffee shops, two places where I’d seen Madison.

      Will she forever lurk in Ashland?

      The sun shone beyond the panes. Despite more than a month passing since I first arrived in Ashland, snow was still present and the temperatures still frigid. I looked back at Paula who was again cooking. “Van took me snowmobiling before. It was beautiful. He can’t do that now.”

      “He will.”

      “I know.”

      “So, Donovan has been to his doctor…” Paula eyed me up and down. “What about you?”

      “I’m fine,” I said with all the muster I could manage. “Really.”

      “Physically. But sometimes it helps to talk to people.”

      The lump in my throat was growing larger. “I really am fine.” I pushed back from the breakfast counter and lowered my feet to the floor. “Thank you for all the food you’re making and all you’ve done. I’m sure the decorations were amazing.”

      I was almost out of the kitchen when Paula touched my shoulder. When I turned, she had her arms extended, open wide. I didn’t hesitate as I leaned down into her embrace and her arms surrounded me.

      In that moment, I lost my fight with my emotions. The ones I’d tried to keep hidden so as to not burden Van came bubbling out of me much like an overflow on a pressure cooker. Paula didn’t say a word as she continued holding me.

      Finally, I stood, sniffling and wiping my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

      Her smile was sweet as her gray eyes glistened. “Do you feel better?”

      Nodding, I admitted that I did. I imagined that Paula was behaving as my grandmother would have or my mother should have. Being in her embrace was nice and safe.

      “Julia, I’m an old woman, and if you’re willing to listen, I have the same advice.”

      I nodded.

      “It is the same as what I said when you and I only recently met. You and Mr. Sherman must be open and honest with one another. Accept one another for who each other is. Nothing else matters and no one can come between two people who have that transparency with one another.”

      I peered out into the living room to be certain we weren’t being overheard. “We have been honest and open. He’s told me things…” I hesitated. “Things that I know were hard for him to discuss. I love him more because of that. It wouldn’t be fair to tell him about my fears at the moment. He has enough on his plate with trying to recuperate and getting back to work at Sherman and Madison. Besides, my fears are ridiculous. Madison is in custody.” And Phillip… the thought was there. Nevertheless, I didn’t mention his name.

      “You don’t think Mr. Sherman can handle hearing your concerns?”

      “I know he can handle them. He has. Michael, Albert, and Jonathon have all worked to keep us safe and make me feel that way. I just keep thinking that Madison was in this house.” Saying it aloud caused a chill to skirt over my skin.

      “The third floor has sensors now,” Paula said.

      “I know. And she isn’t here. I think I’m losing it. I still see and hear her.”

      “You aren’t losing it, Julia. You went through a traumatic event. So did Peggy and your friend Vicki and so did Mr. Sherman. No one expects you to be unaffected by all of that.”

      “I want to move on. I need to concentrate on my family’s company, but I can’t.”

      “Not all medical care is physical. You could speak with a counselor in Ashland or Bayfield.”

      “I don’t want to leave the house.” There was no right or wrong answer.

      “Mr. Sherman’s brother…?” Paula asked. “I haven’t heard.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No sign. It’s been three weeks since he pretended to be Van and almost two weeks since our wedding that didn’t…here…because of Madison.” My sentences weren’t exactly poetic. Thankfully, Paula was able to decipher their meaning.

      “Has Mr. Sherman’s sister heard from him?”

      “Van said no. I would say that Olivia and I didn’t exactly hit it off. But Van has spoken to her since we’ve been home, and I’m glad he has. After all, she’s his sister.”

      Paula reached for my hands and squeezed. “Peggy and I can get the decorations if you think you would like to use them here.”

      Exhaling, I turned toward the living room and imagined it decorated for our wedding. When I turned back, Paula was watching me. “I may be the only person in the world who wants to marry a man like Van—a man who could provide the most spectacular event—and not want a wedding. I’ve had three in the course of a month and my track record is pretty bad.”

      “You want to marry Mr. Sherman.” Her gray eyes opened wider. “You haven’t changed your mind?”

      A genuine smile came to my lips. “I’d say I want to marry him more today than I did two weeks ago.” A memory came back of Van and me in Oscar Fields’s office. “More than the first time he asked. I think Van will always be a mystery, but now I know more about him. He knows more about me. His injury has…”

      Paula shook her head. “Not my business.”

      “It’s that the injury has made us slow down a bit, and that has its advantages too.”

      “What are you waiting for? If you don’t want a wedding, you have the license. Go into town, sign the papers in front of a judge and be married.”

      What were we waiting for?

      I’d called Vicki and spoken with her multiple times. She told me to give her a date and if she could fly directly to and from Ashland, she would be here.

      “Maybe Van and I need to discuss this,” I suggested.
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      “It’s been over two weeks. Rob Landon has never been out of contact that long,” I said, staring across my desk at Michael. We were in my home office. While Connie had been back and forth to the house, I hadn’t made the trip into Ashland other than to meet with a physician. Staying with Julia felt as if it were the place I belonged. “I’m not willing to lose you or Albert. I want you to contact your company in Chicago and find out if they can spare personnel to go on a search for Rob and Phillip.”

      “We’ve had two people on the search for Mr. Thomas since you first asked.”

      I shook my head and momentarily closed my eyes. Despite feeling physically better each day, I had blank spots in my memory.

      “When was that?” I asked, writing myself a note.

      “You asked me to look into it on Wednesday, during our flight from Madison.”

      “Fuck, Michael. I’m obviously not back one hundred percent.”

      “Mr. Sherman, Albert, Jonathon, and I are here. The new cameras Jonathon put around the perimeter of your property are also working twenty-four seven. The thing is, Mr. Landon said Phillip was staying at the Doubletree in Chicago. He said the bill was paid by an MMT LLC.”

      “Yes.” I did remember that. “He had visual confirmation after Julia and I had returned from Chicago.”

      Michael nodded. “That’s what he told you. I have the photo you sent me, the one from Mr. Landon. The picture of Mr. Thomas and Mr. Butler.”

      Logan Butler.

      “Is there something you haven’t told me?”

      “Mr. Thomas checked out the day before.”

      Taking a breath, I stood. My chair sailed back toward the bookcases. “The day before? The day he was supposed to marry Julia. The day we discovered it was him?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “When did you learn this?”

      “It was while you were in the hospital. I have a connection with a friend who has access to the Doubletree’s security. After what happened here, I sent him the picture you sent me, the one of your brother and Logan Butler. It wasn’t taken the day Rob told you. Phillip was already checked out. My connection was able to access security footage of the restaurant. That picture was taken the day before. Mr. Thomas, he never returned to the hotel after he disappeared from the McGraths’ home.”

      “Are you saying that the text messages coming from Julia’s old phone pinging in Ironwood could have really been coming from Ironwood? Phillip could have been that close, and Rob said he was in Chicago?”

      Michael nodded.

      Pacing behind my desk, I tried to make sense of what I was hearing.

      Fuck.

      I’d lost two weeks, two fucking weeks.

      What I did remember was more like Swiss cheese, memories with big fucking holes. “Did you give me this information before?”

      “No, sir. I’d received the message, but I just recently had the chance to talk to my friend.”

      At least this wasn’t something I’d lost. However, there were blanks.

      My fingers fisted at my side. “What I’m about to say…it has less to do with your work and Albert’s and more to do with me.”

      Michael nodded.

      “I’m telling you this because you work for me. Other than Albert, no one else fucking hears this.”

      “Sir?”

      “I need the last two weeks chronicled and in a report. My memory is shit. I want to blame the fucking medications, but I’ve stopped taking them. I don’t recall our conversation on the plane.”

      “Mr. Thomas has been a priority prior to that conversation.”

      “I need to know what I should already know.”

      Michael nodded. “Give me twenty-four hours. I’ll have it all in writing.”

      “Get more people looking for Phillip. Track the money, the shell company—MMT.”

      “And Rob?” Michael asked.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling.” I reached for the top of my chair. My fingers blanched as I held onto the leather. “I remember…” What the fuck? The thought was there and gone.

      Turning, my gaze met Michael’s. “I need to talk to Albert. It’s something I think Madison said to me.”

      “I’ll text him and tell him to come see you.”

      “Thank you.” As I spoke, my cell phone lying on top of my desk vibrated. The name Lena appeared on the screen. “I need to take this. Get me that report, and I want to be up to date on both Phillip and Rob. Also, detail the new security. I want you to work with Leonard and Flora from Sherman and Madison. They’ve been concentrating on cybersecurity. Leonard recently sent me an email. I’ll include you on the thread if it’s pertinent.”

      “Yes, sir.” Michael stood.

      I lifted my phone. Hitting the green icon, I greeted Lena. “Can you hold a minute?”

      “Sure, Van. Nothing happening here.”

      I heard her sarcasm, loud and clear. Thankfully, being shot hadn’t taken away all my intuitiveness. Hitting mute, I looked up at Michael. “Is there something else?”

      “I started my career as a cop in Chicago.”

      With Lena waiting, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind for Michael’s life story.

      “Nine years in,” he continued, “I was involved in a shooting. I was shot and I shot someone. That person died.”

      Remorse infiltrated his normal bravado, garnering my attention.

      “The police force, CPD,” he went on, “they made me do counseling. Mostly it was bullshit, but one of the things I remember, what I just remembered—after nearly fifteen years—was they said the mind, sometimes it can’t handle too much shit. Sometimes it hides it. Sometimes it decides to show you shit when you least expect it.”

      “Thank you, Michael.”

      “What I’m saying is getting out of the city, being here…I could get used to it.”

      “It’s working well.”

      “Also, those things you can’t retain…that isn’t permanent. Even a man like you…shit is still shit whether you’re a beat cop in Chicago or you’re you. Don’t get mad at yourself. It will all come back.”

      I let out a breath.

      Donovan Sherman getting a pep talk from his security.

      Welcome to my fucking upside-down world.

      “This is working well, Michael. We’ll talk later.”

      “Yeah…” He nodded as he opened the door to the office and slipped away, closing the door in his wake.

      After staring at the door and wondering about Michael’s backstory, I remembered the phone in my hand. Walking to the window, I stared out at the snow-covered trees, hit the unmute icon, and brought the phone to my ear. “Lena, talk to me.”

      “Did you know that Stephen McCook passed away two years ago?”

      Stephen McCook.

      “No,” I replied honestly, uncertain of who he was.

      “Two years ago, just prior to Anastasia McGrath offering her home as collateral for Wade Pharmaceutical.”

      I remembered. “The executor of Herman’s will.”

      “Yes, Van. Tell me we’re on the same page.”

      My forehead dropped to the cool window. “Lena, I’m struggling. I quit taking the pain meds, but I’m still…” It occurred to me that I was confiding something to Lena and earlier to Michael that I hadn’t told Julia.

      “Well, I need Donovan Sherman to wake up. Shit is getting real.”

      “We’re on the same page. Talk.”

      “Abbott and Jones recently filed a preliminary injunction, effectively halting any transactions regarding the estate of Herman Wade.”

      “Don’t tell me that I should have known that.”

      “You should have. It was filed the Monday after you were shot. I understand if you didn’t. The problem is that I just learned of it today.”

      “How did you learn?” I asked.

      “We should talk in person.”

      “Shit, Lena. I’m not up for traveling.”

      “Then it’s your lucky day. I flew to Minneapolis last night. I’m on my way to Duluth.”

      “You’re a few hours away? You didn’t think to call first?”

      “This is me calling, Van. I know you want to get back to Sherman and Madison and kick me out. I don’t mind, but you can’t do that until I come clean with what I’ve been doing for the last two weeks.”

      “What the fuck? What have you done in two weeks? I haven’t received anything out of the ordinary from my people.”

      “I’ll tell you in person. How’s your heart?”

      “Beating,” I replied, unsure what she wanted to know.

      “Getting shot hasn’t put you into some cardiac problem, right?”

      “No, but if you don’t tell me what you plan to tell me, it may.”

      “I will tell you all. Plus, it’s high time I meet Julia. You both can hate me for a while, but once I tell you what Jeremy and I’ve uncovered, you’ll be thanking me.”

      This wouldn’t be Lena’s first visit to Ashland.

      “It’s been a while since you’ve been up this way. Do you still know your way?”

      “I follow the lake.” She paused. “Yes. I have GPS.”

      “There’s a security gate now. I’ll tell them to let you pass.” I hesitated. “Have you heard about Madison?”

      “What about her?”

      “No,” I corrected, “have you heard anything new? I only know she’s still being held, waiting for evaluation.”

      “I’m paying for her representation.” Lena exhaled. “She’s my sister, Van. I wanted to tell you that in person too.”

      I nodded. “I’m glad she’ll have more than court-appointed counsel.”

      “Are you?”

      “Yes. Best that money can buy.”

      “This has nothing to do with you or Julia,” Lena continued. “I waited. When Lip never materialized, I decided to step in. I don’t know what’s best for her. I haven’t spoken to her in person. I can’t. I guess I don’t want to give up.”

      I recalled the envelope with the divorce papers that the police found in my truck. Albert retained copies before the police took the originals. “Did I tell you about the divorce papers?”

      “Just before the shooting. You said Phillip hadn’t signed them.”

      “That’s right.” I remembered what I wanted to speak to Albert about. “I remember Madison asking me to pretend to be Lip one more time. She said he couldn’t sign.”

      “Why couldn’t he sign?”

      A chill settled in my bones. “Fuck, Lena. I don’t know. I need to tell the detective that bit of information.”

      “Shit. I’ll see you soon.”

      The door to the office opened. I turned in time to see Julia enter. She was fucking perfect in every way. I couldn’t stop my smile as my gaze met hers. “Okay. I’ll tell the security that you’re on your way,” I said into the phone as I disconnected the call.

      “Who is on their way?” Julia asked.

      Exhaling, I shook my head and stepped close. Pushing the phone into the pocket of my jeans, I reached for Julia’s hands and anticipated the worst. “Lena.”

      Julia’s neck straightened. “I thought you said she lives in Montana.”

      “She does. She called and she’s a few hours away.”
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      Julia nodded, taking a step back and wrapping her arms around her midsection. With a nod, she walked toward the windows. “I don’t know what to think.”

      My mind was filled with the information from both Michael and Lena. “About what?”

      Julia spun toward me. “I’ve never met an ex-lover of my fiancé.”

      I scoffed, not because it was funny, but because it wasn’t. “I suppose Beth couldn’t be considered an ex.”

      Julia nodded. “I stand corrected. What does Lena know about me?”

      “That you’re the love of my life.”

      Julia’s body visibly relaxed at my reply.

      I went closer, wrapping my arms around her from behind as we both stared out at the snow-covered trees. “I’m being as honest as I can,” I said, my chin on the top of her head as she leaned against my chest. “Through the last twenty years, Lena has been the one constant. I told you about Logan, what he did to her and Madison?”

      Julia nodded.

      “Lena is tenacious, strong, and determined. In many ways, I see her qualities in you.” When Julia didn’t respond, I added, “There is nothing between the two of us except friendship and mutual respect for how far we’ve both come.”

      Julia spun in my arms and looked up. “You said you had sex.”

      “We did.”

      “If I wasn’t in the picture, would you again?”

      I shrugged.

      Julia’s eyes opened wide.

      “It was never about sex or love with Lena. We’ve turned to one another at times. That’s really all the physical connection ever was.”

      Julia leaned her forehead to my chest. “I’m sorry. I never worried about fidelity and that backfired on me with Skylar. Now I feel that since I was burned, I can’t be naïve.”

      “Until you,” I said, my timbre slowing as she lifted her gaze to mine, “I have only been completely honest with one person.”

      “Her.”

      “Yes, because she has always been honest with me.”

      “Why wasn’t Madison jealous of her sister?”

      I had never given that any thought; now that I was, the answer was painfully clear. “Because despite what Madison told you and said to me, she never loved me.”

      Julia’s hands came to my shoulders as her blue orbs glistened with moisture. “I do, Van. I love you.”

      Pulling her against me, my pulse increased. Sleeping beside Julia and having her near for the last ten days had been heaven and hell. Now with her in my grasp and her gaze so fucking filled with emotion, my body roared to life as my cock grew hard. “I feel like it’s time to end this dry spell.”

      She wiggled her hips. “I feel that too, but I thought we had company coming.”

      Palming her cheeks, I brought Julia’s lips to mine. She tasted of coffee and sweetness. Step by step, I backed her up, steering her, until she bumped into my desk. As my grip of her waist tightened, Julia stepped away.

      “No, Van. You’re not lifting me.” With a sexy smile, she hopped up on the edge of the desk. Her blue orbs sparkled as her lashes veiled her gaze provocatively. “Is this what you wanted?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No, I want you naked.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I stepped forward, spreading her legs as I moved in between her thighs and reached for the hem of her top. “Oh, beautiful, I’m certain.”

      As I lifted the hem over her head, her long yellow hair cascaded down her back. Dropping the shirt to the floor, I traced the edge of her lace bra. It was one I’d picked out. My finger skirted over the top of each cup, purposely touching her flesh as goose bumps materialized on her soft skin.

      My gaze met hers. “Never doubt what you do to me. Never doubt who I love and who I want to love.”

      Julia splayed her fingers over my shirt. “I know. We don’t have to rush this.”

      “It’s been ten fucking days since you walked into that hospital room. Two weeks since I slid inside you. That’s not rushing it, beautiful. That is a complete stop. I want to fuck you, right here and right now.”

      “You don’t have to prove anything. I know what it’s like to have you inside me—to have you love me. I can wait.”

      Reaching for the button on the top of her blue jeans, I slid it through the buttonhole and smiled. “I’m tired of waiting.”

      “I really didn’t come in here for…” Her words disappeared as I lowered the lace of her bra and leaned forward, sucking her nipple into my mouth. One and then the other. Her hands fell back as she leaned against them, and her lips opened.

      Julia lifted her ass from the desk as I pulled her blue jeans down over her sock-covered feet, followed by her lace panties. Instead of letting the panties join the growing pile on the floor, I lifted the lace to my nose.

      “Fuck.”

      If I wasn’t hard before, the sweet scent of her essence had me as rigid as steel.

      “You are overdressed,” she said.

      “No. That’s you.” Pushing the panties into my pocket, I reached behind her and unlatched her bra, tugging the straps from her arms. The last bits of clothing were her socks.

      After removing every stitch, I took a step back and scanned from her mussed hair to her painted toenails. In between, my gaze lingered on her round breasts, watching the way they moved with each of her deep breaths. Her nipples stood erect, and her areolas grew a deeper shade of red with each passing second. Lower still, I spread her thighs, giving myself the perfect view of her pink pussy.

      “Are you wet for me?”

      Julia nodded.

      “You’re too young and perfect to be saddled with an old man.”

      Her grin grew. “Then it’s a good thing you threw away that cane. Are you planning on undressing?”

      “No, beautiful. I’m going to pull out my cock and take you on my desk.”

      “Dressed?” Her blue eyes were wide as saucers.

      I nodded.

      Her breathing deepened. “That’s so hot.”

      Unbuckling my blue jeans, I unzipped the fly and pushed my silk boxers down. My hardened cock sprang from its prison. I stepped between her knees, a starving man with my meal in sight. Within my chest, my heart thundered in double time as I twisted my fingers in her hair and tipped her head back. My lips ravaged hers before slipping lower to the sensitive skin behind her ear, down her slender neck, and to her collarbone. Holding on tight, she pulled herself against me, her breasts flattening against my chest.

      “Remember the dining room?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Her one word was labored.

      I loosened my grip of her hair, allowing her to lean back. “Watch us. Watch as my cock slides into your perfect pussy.” I lined myself up. I hadn’t checked, but as soon as I made contact, I knew that Julia’s response was accurate. She was slick and ready for me.

      We both looked down as inch by inch she sheathed me. Angry veins came to life on my penis as the skin stretched. I longed to plunge inside, but the visual was too amazing to rush as with each inch, Julia’s body stretched to accommodate me.

      Small whimpers filled the air, and her fingers gripped the edge of the desk as I pushed in.

      Fucking heaven and hell.

      “Fuck,” I growled. “You’re so tight.”

      Her hands came to my shoulders as her heels came to my ass.

      The show was over. Her body was flush with mine.

      In and out.

      It felt fucking amazing. Slow and steady, I thrust as Julia hung tight to my neck. The overwhelming urge hit me fast. My speed quickened as I reached between us, swirling her clit.

      Julia stifled a scream, burying her face in my shoulder as I joined her in ecstasy. The aftereffects lingered as she trembled in my grasp, and I fought for air. Finally, she looked up, her blue meeting my green. “That was—”

      “Fast,” I said with a laugh. “You felt too fucking good.”

      “I was going to say amazing. I did feel good.” She tilted her head. “I’ve missed this.”

      “I might need some practice to last longer.”

      Pink filled her cheeks. “I hear that practice makes perfect.”

      I dropped my forehead to hers. “I love you. I really do. Please don’t question that.”

      “I love you too, Van. Do you want to know why I came to see you?”

      Taking a step back and slowly disconnecting our union, I reached for some tissue. With a grin, I handed it to Julia and said, “It wasn’t to get fucked?”

      “No, but I’m not complaining.” She hopped from the desk to the floor. “Have you seen my panties?”

      Reaching for her chin, I turned her gaze to mine. “That was the line that got me.”

      “What line?”

      “In the cabin, that first time.” I stared into her kaleidoscope of blue. “I knew I didn’t deserve you. I knew you should regret what we’d done, what you’d given me, and what I’d taken. And instead of any of that, you agreed to walk away with no last names. I knew at that moment that I couldn’t let you go. I was the worst possible man for you, but I was hopelessly enthralled. I set my sights on finding you. When I opened the folder and read the name of the person applying to write my memoir, I knew life had given me another chance, and I was certain I’d fuck it up.”

      “You haven’t.”

      “I don’t want to. My past is my past. I committed unforgivable sins for this moment.” Her gaze stayed steadily on mine. “Because fucking up as royally as I have taught me what not to do, how not to be the worst.”

      “You’re not the worst. You’re a good man.”

      “I want to be.”

      After tucking myself back in my boxers and fastening my blue jeans, I reached into the pocket and pulled out the lace panties, handing them to her. “I wanted to keep these that first time in the cabin too.”

      “Keep them.”

      “What?”

      Julia closed my fingers around the lace. “Keep them.” She lifted her blue jeans. “I’d walk around commando forever if it means seeing you like this. Your smile. Your eyes. You look like you.”

      “As opposed to…?”

      Julia shook her head. “I don’t mean that you look like Phillip. I mean with each day, the man I fell in love with is back.” She lifted herself on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “We’re back. Madison tried to take this from us. She didn’t.”

      “She didn’t,” I agreed.

      “Will Lena?”

      I shook my head. “No. Lena and I have always wanted what was best for one another. We also have always known that we weren’t that person for the other.”

      “I admire your friendship.”

      I took a deep breath. “Tell me that after you meet her.”

      “Why? Is she going to be a bitch like Olivia?”

      “You said she was nice.”

      “I was being polite.”

      My lips came together as I gave Julia’s question more thought. “Lena is capable, but she won’t. Olivia’s worry is that with you at my side, I’ll try to take Brooklyn.”

      Julia’s eyes opened wide. “You didn’t tell me that. Wait…what about Lena? She’s Brooklyn’s aunt too.”

      “Lena doesn’t want kids.”

      “Does she…Have Phillip and Madison allowed…?”

      “Yes, Lena has a relationship with Brooklyn. They aren’t close, but Brooklyn at least knows her.”

      Julia took a step away. “This is so…” She exhaled.

      “Fucked.”

      She shook her head. “I was going to say complicated, but fucked works.”

      “I’ll walk away from all of them for you.”
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      “I don’t want that.” I replayed my interaction with Olivia in my thoughts. “I think I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be scared to meet Lena,” Van said. Before he could say more, there was a knock on the door to his office.

      My eyes opened wide. “I thought you said we had a few hours.”

      “I haven’t been watching the sensors.” His words hung like an alarm in the air as he walked to the door.

      I hated the way my pulse kicked up at the question of who was on the other side. We were in our home—a place where I should feel safe. In seconds, my fear evaporated, replaced with relief as Albert appeared.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Sherman, Michael said you wanted to talk to me.”

      Van opened the door wider, wordlessly inviting him in.

      Unsure what this meeting was about, I excused myself. “I can tell you why I came here later.”

      “Wait,” Van said, reaching out to me. “I want you to hear this. I know you’ve been worried, and I want you to know what we know.”

      My lips curled. “I haven’t told you that I’m worried.”

      “Not in words.”

      I held tight to Van’s hand, relishing the way he could read me. I may not have wanted to share my unease with him, but he’d taken it to carry anyway. “Okay. What’s happening?”

      I sat on the leather sofa near the fireplace. Van sat beside me, and Albert took one of the chairs facing us. Even without flames in the hearth, this was less formal than sitting around Van’s desk. There was also the issue with what we’d just done on there. I fought the urge to look back to that side of his office and see if we’d left evidence.

      Taking a breath, I tried to focus on the conversation.

      “I was trying to remember…” Van reached for my hand. “I find myself with voids. I’m just starting to recognize that I’m not remembering the recent past as well as I should.”

      The second part of his speech was for me.

      “Have you spoken to the doctor?” I asked.

      “Not yet. In the meantime, I’m asking Michael and Albert to help me remember.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” I volunteered.

      Van turned to Albert. “How much of the conversation did you hear? The one between Madison and me prior to her shooting me.”

      Albert was a big man. Not as in heavy. He was tall and wide. The chair where he sat appeared almost childlike against his bulk. I’d grown accustomed to his presence as well as Michael’s and yet, I rarely looked at them, really looked at them.

      They’d given up their lives in Chicago to come to Ashland.

      What have they given up?

      Do they have families?

      I’d been too self-absorbed in my concerns about Phillip and Madison to truly think beyond my own bubble.

      Albert’s lips came together as he sat straighter. “By the time I saw the gun, Mr. Sherman, it was too late. If I’d seen it earlier…”

      Van shook his head. “That isn’t why I wanted to see you. I want to know what you heard.”

      His dark eyes moved from Van to me and back to Van. “When I got to the landing, I could see your back but not her. She was in the foyer, blocked by the ceiling. I could tell the doors were open. Felt the cold air.”

      Van nodded.

      My stomach twisted as Albert spoke.

      I’d heard this story, but now, listening to the man who had watched it all happen, I felt the reality as if I too were watching. Squeezing Van’s hand tighter, I concentrated on what Albert was saying.

      “The smoke. I smelled smoke from the third floor and went up, but the door was locked. I should have broken the lock, Ms. McGrath.” He shook his head. “Seems like I’m saying should a lot since taking this position.”

      “I’m safe,” I said, “thanks to you.”

      “Smoke, you came to the landing…” Van prompted.

      Albert nodded. “It wasn’t until I started down the stairs that I knew for sure you were talking to someone. I heard you first, Mr. Sherman. Your voice was different. Tense.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his thick neck. “You told me the ambulance was coming and to go to Margaret and Vicki. I could hear the siren. I wanted you to know about the smoke. It wasn’t until I was near the bottom of the steps that I saw Mrs. Thomas.” He closed and opened his eyes as if he too were seeing this play out. “All dressed in white. For a second, I wondered if she was you, Ms. McGrath, but then I saw her face and finally the gun.” His head shook. “I’ve told all this to the police.”

      “Thank you. Did you hear anything else?”

      “Something about divorce papers, the ones the police found in your truck.”

      “Did you hear Madison mention Phillip?”

      Albert’s lips came together, and his nostrils flared. “No, sir, not that I recall.”

      “Why are you asking?” I questioned.

      “Because something made me think about it. Madison said she had the divorce papers delivered. I think I previously thought she’d dropped them at the gate herself, but she couldn’t. She was in the house.”

      The temperature of the office dropped as a chill skirted over my skin.

      Van went on, “Madison said she wanted me to pretend to be Lip—Phillip—one more time. She said Phillip couldn’t sign the papers, but I could.”

      “Pretend to be him?” I asked. “Like he pretended to be you?”

      Van nodded.

      “Have you heard anything new about Phillip’s whereabouts?” I asked.

      In response to my question, Van shook his head and directed his next remark to Albert. “Thank you. I guess I was hoping you could confirm what I remembered.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Sherman. I understand if you want to send me back to Chicago. Ms. McGrath taken, and you shot…”

      I was the one to reply as a grin came to my lips. “What do you want, Albert? Do you have family in Chicago? What do you think about staying here?”

      “I’m divorced, ma’am. I have a boy. He’s seven. My ex, she took him to Florida. Said she was tired of winters. This job is a chance for me to make the money I need to visit my boy when I can.”

      I turned to Van, tilted my head, and widened my eyes.

      Van’s chest inflated as he took a deep breath. “Albert, you and Michael have been an asset. Julia being taken was equally my fault. I didn’t give you enough information. The shooting, that’s on Madison. The gun was small, and she had it hidden under the cape.”

      I’d forgotten about the cape.

      I liked the cape.

      Not any longer.

      Van stood. “Your employment is secure as long as you want to work for us.”

      Standing, Albert extended his hand. “Sir, I won’t let anything else happen.”

      Van shook Albert’s hand. “The only promise I need is that you’ll do your best.”

      “Yes, sir. I told the police what I just told you.”

      Van’s gaze met mine. “And you said you spoke to a detective?”

      I nodded. “Yes, he called me at my parents’ home.”

      Albert’s gaze narrowed. “He called?”

      “Yes.” I was trying to recall the conversation. “It was right after I was released from Loyola. I was pretty groggy, but I remember him asking me what I recalled.”

      “Ma’am, the police who were here, they spoke to each person individually—in person. They said they’d be back when you two came home if they had further questions. They didn’t say anything about calling.” He inhaled. “My experience is that these situations are handled in person.”

      “That is unusual that you received a call,” Van said, looking at me. “Did you get a name?”

      I shook my head. “No. Maybe someone at my parents’ house did. I can call Rosemary.” I sighed. I hadn’t spoken to my parents since I left their home. I’d read through my father’s emails, but I’d avoided his and my mother’s calls, choosing instead to concentrate on Van.

      Albert pulled his phone from the inside pocket of his suit coat. “I have the officer’s name who spoke to us. He’s from the local police department—here in Ashland.”

      “How has this not gone beyond local jurisdiction?” Van asked.

      Albert walked to the desk and wrote on a small notepad. “There you go, Mr. Sherman.”

      “Thank you. We have a visitor, Ms. Lena Montgomery, coming to the house later today. Don’t allow anyone else access beyond our people.”

      Our people.

      That categorization took a bit of the chill away.

      Paula was still in the kitchen cooking. Margaret was upstairs cleaning. Jonathon and Michael were out doing what they did. Albert was here. I needed to remind myself that we had people around us, people who cared about our safety.

      I stood as Albert left us alone, again closing the door to the hallway.

      My thoughts went back to the conversation about the police. “I hadn’t given it thought,” I said, “but we’ve been home for two days. Wouldn’t you think we would have heard from the police?”

      “Do you remember the state troopers who came here a few weeks ago?”

      I nodded. “Yes…the woman’s name was Howard. She gave me a card.”

      “Can you find that?”

      “I think it’s in our suite somewhere.”

      “I want to talk to someone about the conversation with Madison.”

      “Why did she want you to pretend to be Phillip?”

      Van took a deep breath and reached for my hand. Tugging me close, he wrapped his arms around me. “I want to tell you everything I know and that I remember, but I don’t want to frighten you.”

      “Too late.” I looked up at his green stare. “Tell me.”

      “Remember me telling you about the divorce papers?”

      “Yes, you just mentioned them again. Madison had them delivered the day of the wedding.”

      Van nodded. “They had her signature, not Phillip’s. She said he couldn’t.” He emphasized the word. “Madison asked me to pretend to be him and sign.”

      “Couldn’t?” I asked as the chill returned.

      “Yes. And Michael just told me that one of the last reports I got from Rob was false. Michael has a friend, and his friend accessed the security at the Doubletree in Chicago. Phillip checked out the day he pretended to be me”

      I felt like pieces of a puzzle were snapping in place. “The day we checked out of the hotel…we were on our way to the car, and you got a call.”

      “Yes. It was Rob.”

      “And he told you that Phillip was in Chicago,” I said.

      Van nodded. “But he said that he didn’t know where.”

      “That’s the call that separated us, why I was alone with Albert.”

      Van’s chest inflated. “Fuck. According to Michael’s friend, the picture in the Doubletree restaurant was taken that morning, not the next day.” His head tilted. “Did Phillip smell of alcohol?”

      “No. He was wearing your cologne,” I said.

      “Rob said Phillip was drinking.”

      “So, Rob lied to you.”

      Van’s torso stiffened beneath my touch. “Yes, but why? I’ve employed him for years.”

      “To watch Brooklyn.”

      Van nodded. “Fuck. Olivia mentioned my PI.”

      “If Olivia knew, who else knew?” My thoughts were sifting through millions of bits of information. “In the pictures, Phillip was with Uncle…” I shook my head. “…with Logan Butler. Why were they meeting and where did Phillip go?”

      “Your phone was pinging in Ironwood.”

      “Michigan.”

      “Yes,” Van said. “But then your parents had the line disconnected. With Rob’s report that Phillip was back in Texas, we never pursued the Ironwood thing.”

      I hugged his torso and laid my cheek against his chest. “I’ll get Patrol Officer Howard’s card. You can call the Ashland policeman. For some reason, I’m now worried about your brother.” I looked up again. “Has Madison given anyone any information?”

      “Maybe Lena will tell us more.”
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      Margaret met me as I entered Van’s and my suite. Her smile grew. “I’m so glad you’re feeling okay.”

      “I’m glad we all are.” My expression soured. “I’m sorry.” I’d told Margaret the same thing on the phone. This was the first time I’d seen her in person, since arriving home.

      “I feel responsible,” she said. “I was the one who saw the champagne—who brought it up here.”

      “Everything is Madison’s fault.”

      Margaret nodded.

      “Had you met her before?” It was a question I’d never thought to ask.

      “I did. She lived on the property one summer for a few months. It was a long time ago,” she added quickly.

      “It was over ten years ago,” I said. “I know. Van told me.”

      “She didn’t live here.” Margaret looked around. “It was before…when Donovan lived in the other house. After her, he was adamant about having the other house demolished. If I recall, he moved out as soon as she left. To be frank, we were afraid there’d never be another woman.” Margaret smiled a sad smile. “Madison is part of why Mom and I were so happy to meet you and that you and Donovan found one another.”

      I went to the boxes still stacked to the side of the private living room. “I don’t know what to think about her.” I opened the top box, looking for where I placed Patrol Officer Howard’s card. “I think I feel sorry for her.”

      Margaret rested on the arm of the sofa, her hands falling to her sides. “She was always a melancholy soul. Even when she seemed happy, she didn’t.”

      “While she was here, did you two get to know one another well?” I set the first box on the ground and opened the next.

      “No. She was quiet and private. Sometimes I’d see her outside walking the property. She was more talkative out there. When I’d go to Donovan’s home to clean, she’d stay locked in her suite or the art studio.”

      My eyebrows rose. “She had her own suite?”

      Margaret smiled. “Yes. Unlike you, she never made the transition into Donovan’s.”

      “Is it bad that little bit of information makes me happy?”

      Margaret crossed her arms over her chest. “Nothing is bad. Everyone has a past.”

      I met Margaret’s stare. “Madison walked the property?”

      Margaret nodded. “All over.”

      “So she knew the cabin, guesthouse, and…well, everything?”

      “I would assume so…probably, yes.”

      “Everyone has a past,” I repeated what Margaret had said as I dug under the journals and books, finding my birth certificate and passport. “Not everyone’s past comes back on their past’s wedding day, drugs the bride and her friends, and shoots their ex.”

      “Technically…” Margaret hummed. “Yes, I guess she and Donovan were a thing before she married Phillip.”

      And technically, Madison was married to Phillip during the months she was on this property. I didn’t say that.

      “I found it,” I pronounced as I lifted the card with the patrol officer’s information. Instead of thinking about Donovan and Madison, I looked down at the card. On the other side there was information about women’s services in Ashland. I looked up and met Margaret’s gaze. “What do you know about the Women’s Resource Center in Ashland?”

      “I know it’s been around for a long time. I think they have similar centers throughout the country.”

      “Do they have housing?”

      “Not on-site. They have counselors and resources. I’d expect temporary housing to be one of them.”

      “What about job placement?” I asked.

      “I think they do.” She tilted her head. “Why?”

      “I was under the impression that Madison worked at the consignment shop.”

      “What? Why?”

      My thoughts went back to my shopping in Ashland. The woman watching me at the café and the same nice woman at the consignment shop. “Remember me talking about the woman who helped me find the dress? The woman with light-colored hair?”

      “It was Madison,” Margaret said with a shake of her head. “How could she get a job there?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that she was there. She helped me pick out the dress and found me the cape.”

      “Sally Coopmans owns the shop on Main,” Margaret said. “I wonder…”

      “How long was Madison in Ashland?” I asked, voicing my own questions. “Did she seek services from the Women’s Resource Center? Could that be how she got the job?”

      “I spoke to Officer Lawson from the Ashland Police Department. He spoke to all of us, but I didn’t know any of that. He asked about the day and what I remembered. I didn’t remember much at the time.”

      Going toward her, I reached for Margaret’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Mom and I are still hoping for a wedding.”

      “I went to talk to Van about a marriage and forgetting the wedding.”

      “What did he say?”

      My cheeks warmed as I recalled what transpired in his office—on his desk. “We were distracted.”

      “I can get you Officer Lawson’s number or if you call the station…”

      I waved my hand. “I think that’s the name Albert gave Van. Van’s giving him a call.” I lifted the card. “I’m going to call the patrol officer who was here a few weeks ago.” I tugged on my upper lip. “I’m worried about Phillip.”

      “You’re worried about him?”

      I nodded. “Something feels off. I’d sleep better if the law enforcement agencies were working together.”

      “You have all the men here, and Madison is in custody.”

      “I know. I guess I want to be confident that no more of Van’s past will try to ruin our future.” Leaving Margaret in the front private living area, I walked back to our bedroom.

      Unplugging my phone from the charger near the bed, I looked down at the screen. I had two missed calls from my mother and three from my father. My thoughts went to the email I’d read, the one from Ashley at GreenSphere Opportunities.

      As they did, I chastised myself for not giving more attention to Wade in the last two weeks. All my research was still on my laptop. The notebooks filled with chicken scratch and all my questions were supposed to be answered by now.

      I was supposed to be on the executive board.

      No, I was supposed to be the chairperson.

      I sat on the edge of our bed.

      My laptop was still in the leather satchel from Chicago.

      I’d chosen to put Wade aside to concentrate on my wedding. My neck straightened as the small hairs on my arms stood to attention. Shit. I’d done as Gwen Butler had predicted. I’d gone from one interest to the next.

      Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be what Wade needed.

      The email I’d read over and over while sitting in Van’s hospital room said that the bank was reevaluating Wade’s debt-to-asset ratio. The one from the lady at GreenSphere talked about Aphrodite Corporation. A spokesperson said Van’s stock would be sold. That wasn’t possible.

      The only thing I knew with certainty was that the McGrath percentage was unchanged. The letter from Van’s attorney prohibited my parents from selling or shorting the stock.

      As I was about to bite the bullet—so to speak—and call my father, a text message caught my attention. I wasn’t sure how I missed it. The text had been sent yesterday and was from Vicki.

      

      “I’ve heard the third time is the charm. Or will this be the fourth? I arranged a flight with Van’s secretary. See you late Friday. I have class until six. Have wine chilling. I’ll be there by ten.”

      

      Friday.

      Today was Friday.

      My thoughts raced.

      Vicki would be here.

      Lena Montgomery was on her way.

      Would Lena stay in our home?

      Shit.

      I hurried to the front room of our suite to find Margaret. “I just read a text from Vicki.” Margaret turned my way. “She’ll be here tonight.”

      A smile broke out in Margaret’s expression. “Does that mean that there will be a wedding?”

      “There will be a marriage. The wedding is…” I wasn’t sure.

      “Oh, let me go tell Mom.”

      I smiled. “I should tell Van.”

      “Yes, it would be good for him to know.”

      “And,” I began. Margaret stopped and looked my direction. “I can assume Vicki will stay here. As it turns out, Van got a call from an old friend.”

      “An old friend?”

      “Lena Montgomery.”

      Margaret’s eyes opened wide, and her lips came together.

      I almost giggled. Either she was getting worse at hiding her thoughts, or I was picking up on each one of them. I shook my head. “I know who she is.”

      “I’ve only met her once.”

      “She’s Madison’s sister, and she and Van have a history.”

      Margaret smiled. “I’m ecstatic that you know all that.”

      “Well, there’s nothing like a near-death experience to expedite honesty and the sharing of secrets.”

      “It seems a bit extreme,” she said, “but if it worked...”

      “Could you please have two rooms ready for guests?”

      “Ms. Montgomery is staying with you?”

      “I don’t know. I think the thing to do is invite her. Whether she stays is up to her.” I grinned. “I know a good hotel in Ashland.”

      Margaret nodded. “Two rooms. After I give Mom the good news.”

      With the rooms Michael and Albert had been using, this home that had been empty was filling up. Together Margaret and I headed toward the staircase. At the bottom, Margaret went toward the kitchen, and I turned toward Van’s office. I was almost there when I heard him talking.

      “I didn’t authorize that transaction, Oscar. You should know that.”

      His voice bellowed in a deep, adamant tone.

      “How were you not involved? What the fuck were you doing?”

      Stepping toward the partially open door, I gently pushed on the barrier. Standing with his back toward me, Van was too involved in his conversation to notice my presence. His broad shoulders and neck were tense as he stared out the window toward the woods. From my perspective, I noticed that his dark mane was messier than usual. I wasn’t sure if he’d raked his fingers through it or if I was responsible during our distraction. Either way, the man standing at the window was so much more than I realized the first time we met.

      Instead of hearing Van’s words, I listened to his tenor and the timbre, the sound of his deep voice. He was obviously displeased and didn’t mind letting Mr. Fields know. This was the man others feared, the one the Butlers were concerned about, and who my parents had heard about.

      This was the man who bought and sold companies and futures with little regard for the lives of the employees. As he continued dressing down his attorney, I found myself fascinated with the man before me. The world saw a recluse and a take-no-prisoners investor, entrepreneur, and high-finance businessman.

      While the world saw those definitions as the whole of Donovan Sherman, in the last month, I’d come to realize that what I was now seeing and hearing was but a small part of the man—of who he really was. The insight that he’d given me made me realize one of my goals that would never come to fruition.

      I would never pen Van’s memoir.

      I couldn’t possibly write about a sliver of the man he was, the small part that he wanted the world to see. I couldn’t write his story without sharing the other parts of him. Van didn’t want that. He didn’t want the world to know the man behind the name. That was why he never intended on getting to know the writer. His objective was for the publication to add a layer of gloss to the mask that he wore in front of the world.

      I couldn’t do that, not now, not since I knew the real man.

      Stepping through the threshold, I stilled.

      Van turned.

      His tense expression morphed, softening as our eyes met.

      “Put a halt on everything. And I want you here when Lawson arrives.” Van nodded. “Tomorrow at nine.” Shaking his head, he disconnected the call.

      “You want your attorney present when you talk to the police officer?”

      “Yes. What else did you hear?”

      “You were mad. I wasn’t listening to your words.”

      “Oh, beautiful, you need to listen. I was…am mad. While we’ve been off the radar, things have gotten thoroughly fucked.”

      I was a fan of thoroughly fucked, but I was quite certain he had another definition in mind. “What happened? What does that mean?”

      “It means our reprieve is over. We need to jump back into life with both feet.”

      “Vicki’s coming tonight,” I blurted out. “I didn’t see her text until just now.” I lifted my shoulders and grinned. “So, with this jumping in with both feet, do we have time to sign a marriage license?”

      A smile curled his lips. “We can find time.”
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      Van entered the bathroom of our suite, his emerald stare glistening under the lighting. Leaning his shoulder against the doorjamb with his arms crossed over his wide chest, he scanned me up and down. With each passing second, the golden flecks shimmered as his sly grin grew.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” I said, combing my long hair, tying it behind my neck, and staring back in the mirror. “I’m nervous.”

      “You’re gorgeous and maybe a bit underdressed for company.” He smirked. “I like what you’re wearing.”

      Since my shower, my clothes were sparse. Currently, I was wearing a fresh bra and pair of panties. “I have a few outfits on the bed.”

      Van came behind me and wrapped his arms around my frame. His chin landed on the top of my head as we both stared at our reflection. “I came to tell you that Lena called. She’s checking into a hotel in town and will be here in time for dinner.”

      “I asked Margaret to clean one of the rooms for her.”

      A smile spread across Van’s face. “You don’t want her to stay here.”

      I craned my neck to the side and grinned. “I still thought it would be best to offer.”

      Turning so I was facing him, I maintained our eye contact. “Tell me about her.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      I wanted to know everything. Instead of saying that, I narrowed my question. “How did she become someone you trust with Sherman and Madison?”

      Van exhaled. “Neither Lena nor I were ready for the world of high finance when we met.”

      “And you met…?”

      “Through Madison.”

      “Okay, you were both young. You said that friend of yours helped you…Lennox Demetri. You said his father helped him. Did Lena have a parent…wait, didn’t you say that Madison lost her parents? That would mean that Lena did too.” Before he could reply, I recalled something else. “Oh, this is where Logan came in.”

      Van nodded. “Lena had just broken up with Logan when I met the Montgomerys. He’d left them destitute, and she blamed herself.”

      Tugging Van toward the bedroom, I shook my head. “I don’t want to think that Logan would do that, but I believe you.” I picked up a blue sweater dress I’d brought from Chicago. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t think it will fit me.”

      I pursed my lips.

      Van came forward and kissed my hair. “Be comfortable, Julia. This is your home, not Lena’s.”

      Comfortable.

      I picked up a pair of wool slacks.

      “Has she dated?”

      Van sat on the edge of the bed as I slipped on the slacks.

      “Yes, off and on,” he answered. “I don’t keep up.”

      “I remember reading an article about you being named most eligible bachelor. They listed women you had been seen with. Is Lena in that article?”

      “I don’t know. We’ve attended functions together. Once she moved west and I came north, we’d see one another at different fundraisers and conferences. People may have assumed we were a couple, but as I said, it wasn’t like that.”

      Slipping a blue sweater over my head and bra, I had a thought. “Madison wasn’t named in any of those articles. I would remember that.”

      “She was down in Texas by then.”

      Van’s phone buzzed. After looking at the screen he stood and grinned. “Are you ready? Our guest has just passed the front gate.”

      “If I say no, do you mind if I just stay in the suite?”

      He gently pinched my chin, lifting it higher until our noses were close. “I mind because I want my fiancée to meet my friend. Honestly, I have few people in my life who deserve that moniker and yes, I want the two of you to get along.”

      “The same as you get along with Skylar and the rest of the Butlers?”

      Van grinned. “That’s not exactly the same thing. And Baby Butler and I have been cordial.”

      “Come up with a new nickname.”

      “I just made it up. I thought it was creative.”

      My nose scrunched. “Since he has a baby of his own on the way” —I shook my head— “it doesn’t work. You could use his first name.”

      “Just be your amazing self, Julia. That’s all.”

      Walking down the stairs with my hand in his, I asked, “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      “Not as beautiful as you.”

      Michael was at the front door as we made it to the bottom of the steps and the ring of the doorbell chimed through the house. I stood a step back as Van passed through the French doors. With Michael’s and Van’s backs to me, I heard Lena before I saw her.

      Within seconds, Michael took her bag and coat and Van ushered Lena inside.

      In my opinion, she wasn’t beautiful.

      Lena was stunning.

      She also wasn’t Madison’s twin. They had little resemblance to one another. Where Madison had light hair and a quiet demeanor—at least at the store before she tried to stop our wedding—Lena was taller and her hair was short and a deep shade of auburn. She was slender, stylish, and in one glance, I could tell she was confident.

      Her self-assuredness was evident in her expression and I heard it in her voice. The scent of her perfume took me back to the evening Van returned to our hotel in Chicago. The aroma was rich but not overpowering.

      “Julia,” Lena said, stepping into the living room.

      “Lena, nice to meet you.”

      Coming closer and leaving Van in her wake, she reached for my arm, linked our elbows, and led me farther into our living room. “What has Van told you?” she asked me in a stage whisper.

      Peering over my shoulder, I saw Van watching with a grin from the French doors. My focus turned to Lena, my gaze meeting her soft brown eyes. Forcing a grin, I replied, “He’s told me that he wanted me to meet his friend.”

      Lena laughed as she released my elbow. “Friend works.”

      “He’s told me more.”

      “Oh, good. Let’s get all the awkward out of the way.” Lena stepped toward the windows. Through the waning sunlight, she peered out at the snow-covered bay. “I forget how pretty it is here.” She spun back. “Here’s the rundown. Madison is my younger sister. I had no idea what she had planned and for that I’m sorry. Van and I have known one another for a long time and…we know one another in the biblical sense of the word.” Her chocolate eyes opened wide. “Is that it or are there more uncomfortable matters to discuss?”

      With a grin, I let out the breath I’d been holding since the doorbell rang. There was no doubt; I was immediately taken with Lena’s take-the-bull-by-the-horns approach. “I think that about covers it.”

      “Oh,” Lena said, “and I remember meeting you at a family dinner roughly twenty years ago. It’s all right if you don’t remember.”

      “I don’t, but Van did tell me about your history with Logan Butler.”

      She waved her hand. “That was the other thing. Now we have all the awkward out of the way.”

      Van’s hand came to the small of my back and his warmth at my side. “What brings you all the way to Ashland?”

      “Since Phillip has been MIA, I came to Wisconsin to speak with attorneys who have agreed to represent Madison. Hopefully I’ll be able to visit her.”

      “Have you spoken to her? Has she told you or anyone anything?” I asked.

      “Not even a phone call. I’m still fighting to get through. Before she was admitted to the facility in Texas, Phillip had her evaluated. The doctors determined that she needed to be committed. After that, he installed a conservatorship with him named as essentially her guardian.”

      “Guardian?” I questioned. “She’s not a child.”

      “I don’t understand how she was able to get herself released from the first institution,” Van said.

      “Legally, it was up to the doctors. She must have convinced them that she was no longer a threat to herself or anyone else.” Lena shook her head. “I’m trying to learn as much as I can. I’ve been neglectful, and I hope it’s not too late to change that.”

      “Do you have a good legal team?” Van asked.

      Lena nodded. “Best a fortune can buy.” Her painted lips came together in a straight line. “I have to try to help her.”

      “Do you think she’s stable?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Based on the events of the last few weeks, I’d say no. However, my opinion doesn’t count—only the doctors’. When our parents were alive, I was always the big sister, the one to look out for Madison. I’ve failed, and now it’s time for me to do what I can. I’ve been told in similar cases, where a crime is committed, the DA will push to have her deemed fit. If that’s the case, she’ll stand trial. If she isn’t found fit, she could be committed forever. There’s no good solution. I just want to help my sister.” She grinned. “Maybe that was our last awkward discussion.”

      “It’s not awkward,” I said. Unlike the topic of Lena and Van’s past sex life. “I want Madison to get the help she needs.”

      Lena smiled at Van. “You’re right, you don’t deserve her.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Would you like some wine?” I asked, stepping away from Van and toward the kitchen.

      “I’ve been driving for hours,” Lena said. “How about something stronger?”

      Do we have anything stronger?

      Van was the one to respond. “Come in the kitchen and name your poison.” He turned, his expression befuddled. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”

      A few minutes later Lena had a martini, and Van and I had glasses of red wine. The dinner Paula created was warming in the oven, and the three of us were sitting at the kitchen table. Perhaps it was because my first meeting with Liv had gone poorly or due to my own insecurities, but sitting in what was now my home, Van at my side, with Madison’s sister—who was also his ex-lover and Brooklyn’s aunt—was more pleasant than I could have ever imagined.

      I found myself enjoying our conversation.

      While Lena’s forward attack of bringing up all questionable subjects at once was a bit overwhelming, the final result was refreshing. Until…

      Van leaned back in his chair. “I’m pleased we’re all getting along.”

      Lena lifted her glass and let it linger at her lips.

      “What the fuck have you done?”

      My eyes grew wide as I looked from one to the other. “Van…”

      Lena set her glass on the table. “There is a good reason.”

      “I’m listening,” he replied.

      She sat taller. “The inquest regarding Herman Wade’s estate has escalated. There’s now a preliminary injunction.” She turned to me. “All of your parents’ assets that can be attributed to their inheritance are frozen.”

      “Frozen?” I asked.

      “That means their percentage of Wade is frozen,” Van said.

      “Did you know about this?” I asked, turning to my fiancé.

      “I had no idea until Lena called. Even so, I didn’t know about the details. I was waiting for her to tell us.”

      “With all due respect,” Lena said, “there’s nothing you can do now and nothing you could have done if you’d known a week ago.”

      “My parents…” I didn’t finish the sentence. They had tried to reach me. I was the one who didn’t return their calls.

      “What’s the basis for the injunction?” Van asked.

      “Fraud.”

      I looked up from my glass of red liquid.  “Does anyone know who filed the suit?”

      Lena and Van looked at one another.

      “If you know, tell me,” I said.

      They both shook their heads. Lena was the first to answer. “I’ve had people digging. Your grandfather’s final will and testament was filed by an appointed executor.” She shifted her shoulders. “That isn’t unusual. The unusual part is that instead of using the Wade legal team that represented his company, Herman Wade went to another law firm.”

      “Cobbs and Wilson,” Van said. “I was looking into it the morning of our wedding.”

      It was hard to reckon with the reality that we’d lost two weeks. The wedding and everything with Wade. While the wedding never happened, the world beyond our snow globe continued. Van was right. It was time we jumped back in.

      Lena continued, “The executor who filed Herman and Juliette’s legally binding will was named Stephen McCook.” She looked at me. “Does that name ring any bells?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t seen that name in any of my research regarding Wade.”

      “The information you were provided only went back eighteen months,” Van said. “Lena told me today on the phone that Stephen McCook died roughly two years ago.”

      “Is that significant?” I asked. “You’re not thinking that there was foul play.”

      Lena took another sip of her drink. “According to the coroner’s report, no. He had an undiagnosed heart issue.”

      “But you searched for his cause of death. Why?” I asked.

      Lena lifted her hands. “I’m not accusing anyone of murder. The timing is curious.”

      “Two years…” My gaze met Van’s. “That was when Mom used the house as collateral.”

      Van and Lena nodded.

      Lena stood and walked to the oven where our meal was warming. “I’m wondering,” she said, “if we want to eat now before our appetites disappear.”

      Spinning the stem of the nearly empty wine glass, I felt the way her words twisted my stomach. “What are you going to tell us?” I looked at Van. “Or do you already know?”

      “I spoke with Oscar this afternoon.”

      I’d heard him.

      Lena leaned against the counters by the ovens, her hands on the counter’s edge at her sides. “He told you.”

      “He told me about a transaction between the shell companies. I also learned what Aphrodite had done.”

      I stood, taking my wine glass to the counter for a refill. “I read about Aphrodite Corporation in my father’s email from a woman at GreenSphere.”

      “Your father had an email from Ashley?” Van and Lena asked in unison.

      “You know her?”

      Both shook their heads.

      “Yet you know her name.”

      Van responded, “She contacted me prior to our wedding. She was the one who offered me a great deal to sell my percentage of Wade stock to GreenSphere. She offered me a seat on the board.”

      “She didn’t offer me a seat,” Lena said.

      “Maybe because you only have five percent.”

      “Not anymore.”

      I stopped pouring the wine and turned toward Lena. “You’re Aphrodite?”
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      “I am,” Lena replied. “It’s one of my shell companies I use when I want to do business incognito.”

      “Why would you buy into my family’s company?”

      Lena grinned. “To fuck with Van.”

      My gaze moved from one and then the other as I waited for more information.

      “Lena,” Van said, “and I have similar playbooks when it comes to our philosophy regarding business. We look for opportunities.”

      “And as he told you,” she went on, “we share a dislike for your ex-fiancé’s family.”

      “Dislike?” Van asked as he lifted his wine glass.

      Lena shrugged. “The emotion is difficult to quantify.” She turned to me. “We both want to see them fall.”

      “Skylar isn’t guilty.” I lifted the wine glass and took another drink. When I lowered the globe, both Van and Lena were looking my direction. “I mean he is—as was I. Ignorance. Faith. Blind allegiance. That’s his side in all of this. Neither he nor I knew Marlin’s plans to screw my family. Skylar even offered to help me get out of the house during the whole Phillip fiasco.” I went back to my chair. “Skylar did help that day by occupying my mother.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to defend Skylar after all he’d done to me, but I did. “He’s guilty of screwing my friend. The guy isn’t completely innocent.” I looked from Van to Lena. “Look, he’s the same age as I am, the age you were when you dated Logan—too young to have a clue. Skylar’s guilty of believing his parents at every turn. Yes, that’s naïve, but weren’t you naïve at our age?”

      “No,” Lena said matter-of-factly. “I was desperate. Logan Butler fucked the naivete out of me by the time I was your age. Then Infidelity did the rest.”

      My eyes narrowed as my eyebrows furrowed. “Infidelity, as in cheating?”

      “It’s a company,” Van explained. “Or it was. It’s no longer viable.”

      “Because of you?”

      “Because of both of us,” Lena replied. “I have no beef with Skylar.” She tapped her fingernails on the counter’s edge. “How important is it to you that he doesn’t get run through the wringer with his parents and uncle?”

      The kitchen fell silent.

      “Are you asking me?” My voice was an octave too high.

      “You’re the one who came to his defense,” she said.

      “Is it that simple? What you two do, taking away people’s lives and livelihoods—can you exempt one person that easily?”

      “No,” Lena said. “It wouldn’t be easy, but it might be doable.”

      “I want him and Beth to have a chance. They have a child coming.”

      Van took a deep breath. “Tell me what the fuck you’ve done with the percentage of Wade I supposedly sold and what you know,” Van said, scooting his chair away from the table and lifting his ankle to his opposite knee as his green stare zeroed in on Lena.

      He sold?

      My mouth opened, but no words came out. Van was handling this.

      His body language didn’t tell me that he was aggravated by the situation, but his tone did. The man who I barely knew a month ago was now an open book and the words were gaining clarity.

      “I don’t mean to be rude,” Lena said, tilting her head toward the ovens, “but I’ve been driving and whatever you’re cooking smells delicious.” She turned to Van. “You seriously found a woman who is unbelievably kind, interested in business, beautiful, and who cooks.”

      “He didn’t,” I said, standing and opening a drawer for oven mitts, my thoughts on Wade. “I don’t cook. A lovely woman comes in and cooks. We reheat.”

      “That works,” she said. “You’re guilty of the rest.”

      Opening the oven, I told myself to not jump to conclusions. “I’m not unbelievably kind.” Before Van could argue, I continued. “I’d like to think of myself as fair. There are people who deserve my animosity.”

      “Madison.”

      I looked at Van and back to Lena. “I haven’t decided.”

      “That’s fair,” she replied. “What can I do to help?”

      Soon the three of us had our plates filled and were back to the table.

      Without proclaiming our dinner as a do-not-talk-business time, that was what happened. My concerns about Lena seemed to evaporate into the mixture of food, drinks, and the crackling of the fire. I’d had visions of Van and Lena talking about old times as a reminder that I was younger.

      That didn’t happen.

      All three of us conversed. Our conversation swayed from the incident with Madison and when we’d last seen Phillip, to when Ashland and Bayfield would see a thaw. There was even an in-depth discussion between Lena and me about the Cubs versus the White Sox. Anyone could be a Cubs fan—and most people were. It took a true fan to support the White Sox. Van abstained from our discussion, saying that the only team he’d ever cheer for was the Astros.

      I couldn’t decide if that should be a deal breaker on our wedding.

      As we finished dinner with a cup of coffee, I mentioned Vicki’s visit. “As you may have figured, Van’s and my wedding still hasn’t happened.”

      “It’s because you were waiting for me.”

      I took a deep breath. “What are your plans?”

      “I need to get home and back to my office, but that isn’t happening soon. I have a meeting on Monday in Madison with the team of attorneys I’ve recruited for my sister’s defense as well as an appointment with an advocate who will work as a liaison between Madison and the court. If Phillip thinks he can keep me from helping her, he’s wrong. I’ve found a loophole.” She turned to Van. “You and I need to discuss Sherman and Madison.”

      “And the issue I learned about from Oscar.”

      Lena nodded.

      “You have a room in Ashland,” Van said.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here.”

      Her brown eyes opened wide, staring my way. She appeared genuinely surprised at my offer. “I-I.” She sat taller. “Thank you.”

      “I have a friend coming in later tonight. And then sometime tomorrow...” I exhaled. “There’s no plan. Our marriage license is in Van’s desk. If we can get a judge or someone out here to say vows. Well…” I couldn’t believe I was saying this. “Since my friend will be here for me, it would be nice if you could be here for Van.”

      “I haven’t done this marriage thing before,” Van said with a smirk. “I thought I needed a man to stand up with me.”

      “Has he always been this sexist?” I asked with a grin.

      Lena sat back against her chair. “There’s only one place Van believes men should be in control.”

      I lifted my coffee cup to my lips, completely at a loss for how to respond.

      Her comment did give me food for thought.

      Van liked control in the bedroom. In my short exposure, I sensed nothing submissive in Lena Montgomery. I would imagine that control was one of the reasons sex wasn’t their thing. It was probably a constant battle for supremacy.

      “I’m not sexist. Lena,” Van said, “would you be my best man?”

      “I don’t think I should interrupt your plans.”

      “After all the bitching you’ve done,” he said. “Julia and I didn’t talk about this prior to this moment. I had no idea she’d ask you. Now that she has…” He reached out and covered my hand with his, and I basked in his adoring gaze. “Maybe this was why we’ve postponed.”

      “Well, there was the minor incident with you being shot,” I said.

      “Remember, Officer Lawson is coming tomorrow.”

      “At nine with Oscar.”

      “I’ll call Judge Nichols and ask him to come in the afternoon. Here?”

      Here.

      We’d marry in the living room. Giving up my dream of a wedding in the cabin wasn’t as important as my dream of being Van’s wife.

      I nodded. “Here.”

      “Julia,” Lena said, “if you truly won’t mind, I’d be honored to be present when someone finally snags Van. Did you know at one time he was listed as one of the most eligible bachelors?”

      Grinning, I nodded. “I saw the article.” I peered at the dishes on the table and counter. “If you two need to discuss Sherman and Madison, go ahead. I’ll clean up in here. And once you’re done, I’d like to know what there is to know about Wade.” I looked down. “I’ve been negligent the last few weeks.”

      “You and Van have been justifiably distracted.”

      We were distracted earlier today in Van’s office. That thought brought a grin to my lips and a familiar twisting in my core.

      Lena spoke, “The suit contesting the will is keeping your family stock from being sold. “It is also causing questions about Wade’s ability to continue. The perceived value has dropped.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      “Enough to make some investors concerned. There’s concern that the value will plummet.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, “who would claim fraud regarding the will. I mean, who would benefit if my parents didn’t receive their inheritance?”

      Lena set her coffee cup down as her chocolate eyes looked my way. “You.”
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      I closed the door to my office as Lena walked to the long table and opened her leather satchel. Before she had her laptop out, I walked to the highboy and poured us each a double bourbon—neat. “This one is for you,” I said as I set the tumbler down on the table.

      “You might need another.”

      “I didn’t want to worry Julia until I could explain. Where the fuck are my shares of Wade?”

      “You didn’t sell all of them, only ten percent.”

      Taking a seat, I closed my eyes as my nostrils flared. “To who? Who bought them?”

      “Well, me, of course.”

      “Aphrodite Corporation?”

      “No. That wouldn’t work for my plan.”

      I took a deep breath. “What the fuck is your plan, and when can you get me my ten percent back?”

      Lena pulled out a chair and sat. She side-eyed me as I took a drink. “Should you be drinking liquor? Are you on medications?”

      “I stopped taking all that shit. I was having side effects.”

      “Just add a blue pill to your daily medications.”

      I did my best to glare her direction.

      Lena sat taller, perched on the edge of the chair. “Maybe you’re not ready for this.”

      “You fucking took the opening I gave you and sold ten percent of my stock in Wade Pharmaceutical. I can think of no better time to discuss this—well, maybe last week.”

      “You were in the hospital last week.” She grinned. “That made it even better. Oh, and ten percentage shares of Wade, not of yours. Mathematically, that’s different. You still have sixteen percentage shares, which will give you controlling interest when Julia gets hers.”

      There was now the new matter of the McGraths’ assets connected to Herman Wade being frozen. Instead of bringing that up, I stayed on topic.

      “You didn’t have my approval.”

      “Via our agreement, I have control of Sherman and Madison and its subsidiaries.”

      “Had. I’m back.”

      “According to the legal document we had drawn up, I had” —she used past tense— “control over all things related to Donovan Sherman. It was rather broad.”

      “I should have known better.” The amber liquid burned as I emptied my tumbler. “Start at the beginning.”

      “Okay,” Lena said, turning her laptop toward me. The screen had line graphs showing highs and lows. “You were doing too well with Wade.” She pointed to a high with her painted nail. “You paid the balloon payment. You resurrected the perceived value, even the borrowing power was increased.”

      My eyes narrowed. “That was the fucking point. This is Julia’s legacy.”

      Lena lifted a hand as her bracelets jingled. “Hear me out.”

      I eyed the empty glass and decided against a second. “I’m listening.”

      “For one second—only one—take Julia out of this equation.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      Lena pushed the chair back and stood, smoothing her slacks, and walked to the window. The night sky created a mirror allowing me to watch her reflection. “When you called me...” —she spun my direction— “you asked for Jeremy’s expertise to find vulnerable Wade stock. I asked you why you were interested. Our conversation didn’t go to Julia. It went to Marlin Butler.”

      I grinned. “I wasn’t ready to share Julia.”

      Lena scoffed. “Oh, is sharing back on the table?”

      “It never was.”

      “My point is that while Marlin and Gwen Butler are diversified, their bread and butter is wrapped up in Wade. You galloping in on your white horse is helping their bottom line, not hurting it.”

      “I’m hardly the good guy. If I’m a knight, I’m a black knight.”

      “Then fucking remember that.”

      I leaned back as Lena’s plan started to make sense. “Who bought my stock?”

      “I did.”

      “You said it wasn’t Aphrodite.”

      “It wasn’t. I did it out in the fucking open. I also purchased the five percent from Aphrodite. That gives me fifteen percent.”

      “And now the Butlers know it’s you.”

      She nodded.

      “They knew I was incapacitated,” I said, trying to fit the pieces together. “The rumor is that you took advantage of me?”

      “I don’t listen to rumors, Van, and neither do you. The fact is that by moving those stocks around, combined with the McGraths’ current inability to do anything with theirs, the Butlers are scared shitless. They made a deal with GreenSphere. They want out of Dodge.”

      “What did GreenSphere offer?”

      Lena’s smile grew. “Fifty cents on the dollar.”

      “Are they going to take it?”

      “No.”

      “Then what’s the fucking point?”

      “The Butlers can’t take it. GreenSphere retracted their offer yesterday. The Butlers want a fire sale. They don’t know that I’m Aphrodite. Remember, Aphrodite ran when the numbers started to tank. Aphrodite Corporation was contacted this morning by a representative of Marlin Butler. The offer was to sell the entirety of their holdings at the great deal of seventy-five cents on the dollar.”

      “Higher than GreenSphere?”

      “They didn’t think Aphrodite was aware of the first deal. Aphrodite counteroffered. Their entire twenty-five percent of Wade stocks for thirty cents on the dollar.”

      “That’s still a multi-million-dollar deal.”

      Lena shrugged. “It’s not that much. Remember, Wade is at a low.”

      “So has this deal been set?”

      “Everything except signing on the bottom line.”

      “Fuck,” I said as the realization settled within me. “The Butlers will be out of Wade.” I sat forward and grinned. “When are you selling me back my stock? I’ll pay double for the Butlers’ twenty-five percent.”

      “Oh, they will be worth more than that.” Lena tipped the tumbler back, taking a sip of the bourbon. “Do you remember the recent inquiries by the SEC into Marlin Butler’s investments?”

      “I do.” I had forgotten, but her question prompted me to recall. An anonymous tip was made.

      “There’s an ongoing investigation regarding assets held by both Marlin and Gwen. The SEC is doing a deep dive into filings made by the Butlers that seem to have left out their connection to other investments. Specifically, a deal that Butler was brokering with Biogen.”

      “He was brokering a deal with Biogen?”

      “You were the one who sabotaged it.”

      I nodded. “Butler was going to sell Wade to Biogen while Baby—Skylar,” I corrected, “and Julia were on their honeymoon.”

      “Yes. Biogen recently got approval for their Alzheimer drug—Aduhelm. It has a mechanism of action similar to the drug that Wade is testing.”

      I’d read some of the documents Julia had obtained from Wade. “I’m no scientist, but I thought Wade’s new drug prevented the buildup of amyloid in the brain.”

      “Yes, and the Biogen drug removes amyloid. Much of the data is similar.”

      “How did you see that?”

      “I didn’t. I spoke to one of the chemists at Wade. Researchers are rather boring, but they do love to talk shop.”

      I shook my head. “One day you won’t be able to sleep your way to information.”

      “I didn’t sleep with him.” She scrunched her nose. “It was simply drinks.”

      “You’ve always been good at using your assets.”

      “My asset is my mind. I question everything. Why is a large SPAC like GreenSphere interested in an insignificant small company like Wade?”

      “I’ve been asking myself that ever since I got mixed up in this whole thing.”

      “Biogen.”

      “Biogen wants Wade?”

      “Biogen wants to stop Wade from continuing their research. If Wade’s compound stops the accumulation of amyloid, Biogen’s drug that removes amyloid would be unnecessary. And they have their FDA approval. They want Wade’s research stopped. By owning the majority of the stock, they could accomplish that. Stop the funding for research.”

      “Biogen is connected to GreenSphere?”

      “My people are working on confirmation, but I sure as fuck think so.”

      Leaning back, I shook my head. “And in that process Wade would get swallowed up.”

      “A footnote on their portfolio,” Lena said, taking another sip.

      “So, if this is true, why would GreenSphere back out of a deal with Butler?”

      “They got a tip.” She smiled. “That’s why they rescinded their offer.”

      “What tip?”

      “When the SEC began looking at the Butlers’ investments, it led them to Biogen. Biogen has information about Wade’s research. That information hasn’t been publicly disseminated.”

      “Inside information—from Butler?”

      “Not sure of the source. This could end up being a legal mess.”

      “And the McGraths are stuck in limbo with their stock, their home, and whatever else is frozen from the preliminary injunction?”

      “My plan isn’t to kill Wade, Van.” Lena grinned. “You know, it’s like a puppy that needs to be nurtured.”

      “Since when are you the nurturing type?”

      “Okay, I’m attached—sentimental.”

      “Never a good thing in business.”

      She leaned back. “We make a good team when we set our minds to it. Wade must get close to bottom to truly fuck Marlin. Logan is heavily invested in Biogen.”

      “Interesting. Two birds.”

      “I have no desire to take down Biogen. But if Biogen is that concerned about Wade’s research, I’d say that Wade is onto something. Your sale of stocks, Aphrodite’s sale…panicked Butler. I’m sure the McGraths are shitting themselves, but with the injunction, Julia’s stock is safe.”

      “It’s not valuable, but it’s safe.”

      “It will be valuable. Once Butler sells, Wade will make a miraculous turnaround.”

      “And my stocks?”

      “They’ll cost you a fortune to buy back.”
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      Placing my palm on the sensor, I opened the front door as Albert pulled his SUV up to the front steps. Wrapping my arms around myself, I stared out. The spotlights lit the driveway, bringing daylight to darkness, as snowflakes danced in the cold air. A smile broke out on my face as Vicki stepped out of the SUV.

      “I love you,” I called from the doorway.

      She smiled and shook her head as she came up the steps. “I was thinking I could just keep a room here, you know, for whenever you decide to have a wedding.”

      “Don’t jinx this one.”

      I closed the door and led Vicki into the house. Still wearing her coat, she stepped through the French doors and looked around the large room. The view beyond the windows was nothing but dark sky. A fire flickered in the fireplace. Looking up and around, she turned a circle. “It’s so weird. I don’t recall leaving here. I woke up at the hospital in Ashland.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She wrapped her arms around me. “It’s not your fault. First a twin brother and then that. The good part is that crazy bitch is locked up.”

      “Shh,” I whispered as I peered toward Van’s office. “That crazy bitch’s sister is here. We should probably refrain from name-calling.”

      Small ice crystals glistened in Vicki’s dark hair. She stopped unbuttoning her coat as her forehead furrowed. “Her sister is here? Why?”

      “As it turns out, she’s one of Van’s best friends.”

      “Didn’t you say that” —she paused— “nice woman who poisoned us is married to Phillip, Van’s twin?”

      “Yes.”

      “And Van dated her too.”

      “Yes.”

      “And now you’re saying that his best friend is his ex’s sister and his brother’s sister-in-law?”

      “Yep. There’s even more to the story than that, but that’s good for starters.”

      “And this sister is here why?” Vicki asked.

      Lifting one finger to pause our conversation, I took Vicki’s coat out to the closet as Albert brought in her bags. “Thank you, Albert. Are you staying here tonight or is Michael?”

      “Michael, Ms. McGrath. I’ll be monitoring the gate and cameras. He should be here soon. I think he’s having dinner at the guesthouse. You know, I could get very used to Mrs. Mayhand’s cooking.”

      “I do know. She’s fantastic.”

      “One more thing.”

      “Yes?”

      “I sent Mr. Sherman a text message. He gave me the card you had for Patrol Officer Howard. I contacted her and she’ll be here in the morning.”

      I took a deep breath. “I guess that’s what I wanted—multiple law-enforcement agencies.”

      “Multiple?”

      “Officer Lawson from Ashland will be here at nine tomorrow.”

      Alberts’s eyebrows arched. “Sounds busy.”

      “Oh, and there is the little thing about us finally getting married.”

      “There is that. Good night, ma’am.” He nodded. “We all need a good night’s rest.”

      “You’re right. Thank you, Albert.”

      Wheeling Vicki’s bags into the house, I closed the French doors as I heard the beep on the outside door activate the alarms. “Do you want to take these upstairs?”

      “No, girl. I want to drink the wine you have chilling, to learn more about your other guest, and to fill you in on some hometown gossip.”

      I smirked. “I’m sure our not-wedding made the rounds.”

      “You’re old news.”

      A laugh bubbled from my throat. “Good.” In the kitchen, I went to the wine refrigerator. “What do you want?”

      “What do you have?”

      I stood back and did my best Vanna White impression. “Name it.”

      “I’ve sworn off champagne. That last glass had me seeing colors for days. How about moscato?”

      “I can do that.” I pulled a bottle from the refrigerator and gathered two glasses. “What gossip?”

      “First, tell me about this sister,” Vicki said.

      Again, I looked toward the office. There was no sign of Lena or Van. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been wondering what was going on in his office—for over two hours. I was relatively certain it wasn’t sex.

      “Jules. The sister.”

      I exhaled. “Her name is Lena—Lena Montgomery.”

      “Isn’t she some big tech person?”

      Shaking my head, I shrugged. “I don’t know. She and Van have known each other for a long time. And yes, she’s drop-dead gorgeous. Of course, I’m not jealous.”

      Fluffing her long brown hair over her shoulders, Vicki climbed up on one of the tall stools at the breakfast counter. “You have no reason to be jealous. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

      As I opened the wine, I went on, “She and Van had an agreement that if either of them was ever unable to do their work, the other was temporarily appointed to make decisions in the other’s stead.”

      Vicki looked up from her phone with her hazel eyes wide. She turned the screen toward me. “This Lena Montgomery?”

      Looking down, I nodded. “Her hair is more auburn and a bit shorter now, but yep.”

      “Jeez. Van’s friend is a kick-ass businesswoman. She invested in some start-ups a while back and hit pay dirt. Tech was her first big hit. Now I think her portfolio is diversified.”

      After pouring the moscato into two glasses, I handed one to my friend. “I’m shocked you know all this from one photo.”

      “I read an article about her once. It was an Oprah feature highlighting some successful women entrepreneurs. Ms. Montgomery has a net worth…” Vicki laughed. “Probably similar to your fiancé.”

      “I guess that explains why Van trusted her with Sherman and Madison.”

      Vicki choked on her wine. “Tell me he’s changing the name of his company.”

      “I honestly don’t care. He’s made a name with Sherman and Madison. It bothered me a little when I first learned where the name came from, but now I just feel sorry for her.”

      “She’s cuckoo,” Vicki whispered.

      For a long pause we both waited to be sure we hadn’t been overheard.

      “What’s this hometown gossip?” I asked.

      “I guess it’s not gossip. It’s fact.” She grinned. “Skylar beat you.”

      “At what?”

      “He and Beth got married.”

      My eyes opened wide. “Wow. Good.” I shook my head. “Beth called me when I was at my parents’, but I didn’t call her back. I’ve been a little preoccupied with Van.”

      “How is he?”

      A smile curled my lips as my thoughts circled back to our distraction this afternoon. “He’s good. He’s doing better each day.”

      “I can’t believe she shot him.”

      “We’re all a little stunned. I’m just glad the ambulance was on its way here and he’s recovering.”

      “Skylar and Beth’s wedding was weird and fast. Just last…” Her painted fingernail went to her chin. “It was Wednesday. The two of them went downtown, and had a justice of the peace wedding. No parents. No friends.”

      I leaned against the counter across the breakfast bar, facing her. “Seems sudden.”

      “Well, she is pregnant.”

      “True, but didn’t you say his parents weren’t supportive.”

      “Yeah.” Vicki’s hazel eyes went to her wine glass as she ran her finger around the rim.

      “What?”

      She looked up with her eyes. “They moved to your house.”

      “My…? Oh, the house Skylar and I had built.” I hummed as I gave that some thought. “Good, I guess. I want my share of the value, but I am happy for them. I think it’s odd that they moved so fast.”

      “Beth says that the Butler house was a shit show. Have you talked to your parents recently?”

      “No.” I walked toward the refrigerator. “Do you want anything to eat?”

      “No, thank you. There was food on Van’s plane. If I keep making this trip, I may ask for an expanded menu.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure he’ll work it out for you.”

      “That couple who work for him, Andrew and Ruth, are so nice.”

      “I’ve only met them once, but they were nice.”

      “I’ve flown on Van’s plane more than you have?”

      “I guess you have.” I took a seat beside Vicki and turned her way. “My parents have both called, but I just can’t deal with them. They flew me back to Chicago. I should never have left here.”

      “I was pretty out of it. I didn’t know your condition or where you were.”

      “It shouldn’t have been handled that way. And when I was home—in their home—they acted like I was twelve.”

      Vicki didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. The two of us have known each other since before we were twelve. Vicki knew my mother.

      Letting out a breath, I looked down at my glass of wine and back to my friend. “I almost feel as if I could walk away if it wasn’t for Wade. How did I never realize how overbearing my mother is?”

      “Jules, that isn’t a new revelation.”

      “It isn’t.” I debated on what to say. “Can I tell you something?”

      “You’re pregnant too.”

      “No,” I said with a laugh as I lifted my glass of wine. “Prior to the whole Phillip fiasco, I did a dive into Wade Pharmaceutical. I think my reluctance to talk to my parents or to get back into things at Wade is because I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be scared.” She turned so our gazes met. “I mean this. You can do whatever you set your mind to. And hell” —she gestured— “down the hall you have two of the top business minds around. You can do this…if there still is a Wade.”

      If there still is a Wade.

      I had to say what I’d been thinking. “I’m not scared about my success at Wade. I’m afraid I’ll learn things about my parents that I don’t want to know.” I took a drink. “Why did you say if there still is a Wade?”

      “When Beth called to tell me about their wedding, she said that the Butlers are selling their stock. Marlin is panicking about something with the SEC, and there was a big blowup between them and your parents.”

      “Shit. I need to call.”

      “Call who?”

      Vicki and I turned toward the deep voice as I caught Van’s sexy grin.

      “Hello, Vicki.” Van tilted his head toward Lena. “This is a friend of mine, Lena Montgomery. Lena, this is Julia’s good friend Victoria Woodson.”

      “Hello,” Vicki said. “Please call me Vicki.”

      Lena came forward, offering Vicki her hand. Lena’s gold bracelets shimmered under the lights as the two shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Vicki. Just call me Lena. Has Julia told you all my dark secrets?”

      “Yes. No.” Vicki smiled. “I was telling her that I’d read an article about you a few years ago. I recalled your impressive accomplishments.”

      Lena walked to the wine glasses and helped herself to one. Turning back to the island she poured herself a glass. “Here’s my secret, Vicki.”

      Lena had Vicki’s attention. I turned to Van who was leaning against the countertop.

      “I’m listening,” Vicki said.

      “Tenacity. I don’t give up.”

      Van laughed. “I thought you were going to tell them that it all started with stolen money.”

      “Don’t listen to him. I simply reappropriated funds that were taken from me.”

      My eyes widened. “Shit, Logan?”

      Lena placed her slender finger in front of her lips. “You heard nothing. And if Van tells anything else, I will have to spend all night filling Julia in on his sordid past.”

      Van’s hand came to my shoulder. “I think she knows the highlights.”

      “Oh, but it’s the lowlights that are the most interesting.”

      My gaze met Van’s as I smiled. “I’m pretty sure nothing will scare me away.”

      “That’s good,” he said. “Finders keepers.”

      “Here’s one tidbit about your fiancé, Julia,” Lena said. “In over twenty years, I’ve never seen him like this. Ever. You two give me reason to believe in fairy tales.”

      “You said you’d fill me in on Wade.”

      Lena lifted her hand. “Van can do that. I need to get back to the hotel, return some emails, sign a contract, and make a few calls before calling it a night.”

      “I meant what I said, you’re welcome here.”

      “Thank you, Julia. I’ll be back tomorrow. Noon?”

      “Noon works,” I replied. Looking to Van, I said, “We have that meeting with Officer Lawson and Patrol Officer Howard in the morning.”

      Van nodded. “I saw Albert’s text message.”

      Lena looked my way. “I’m sorry to say I didn’t prepare for a wedding. Is this formal?”

      “No,” I said with a snicker. “We tried that, or close to it. This… Tomorrow will just be us.” I smiled. “All four of us.”

      “Good night.”

      As Van walked Lena toward the front door, Vicki leaned close and whispered. “You’re right. She’s gorgeous.”

      And she stole Logan’s money.

      I smirked as I lifted my wine glass to my lips.

      Good for her.
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      Brushing my hair, I stared at my reflection. My face was washed and my teeth were brushed, and a satin nightgown that had been amongst the items Van purchased—my non-gifts—hung from spaghetti straps on my shoulders. As I stepped from our bathroom, I heard the hallway door to our suite open and close. Turning that way, I scanned the man coming toward me. He was tall and handsome, and his mere presence made my heart beat in double time. And yet I also saw the weariness in his expression.

      “Are you all right?” I asked as his large hands reached for my waist, pulling me against him.

      In place of an answer, his lips took mine. Slow and possessive. They sought what was theirs with unapologetic desire. Van’s hand slipped up to my hair as his tongue mingled with mine. Moans and whimpers echoed in the hallway as I pushed up on my tiptoes, wanting and taking as much as Van was giving.

      It felt incredibly right to be where I was.

      With Van’s body coming to life beneath his blue jeans and the thump of his heart against my breasts, I was home. Step by step, Van walked me backward until my shoulders collided with the hallway wall. Releasing my hair, his finger sought the hem of my nightgown. Breaking our kiss, he tugged it over my head.

      My hand went to his chest.

      “Stop.”

      His body tensed as he took a step back. “What?”

      My cheeks lifted as my bruised lips curled into a grin. “This afternoon was hot. But now we’re here in our suite.” I looked down at my lace panties—my only piece of clothing. “I get to see the man making love to me. All of him.” I reached for Van’s hand and led him toward the bedroom.

      Climbing up on the bed, I grinned. “Strip for me, handsome.”

      The golden flecks in Van’s green stare shimmered. “Oh, beautiful. You seem to misunderstand who’s in charge.”

      “Not at all. I just want to see the man in charge.”

      My smile momentarily dimmed as Van lifted his shirt over his head. The bandage was smaller than it had been. It didn’t matter. The white gauze and medical tape on his lower abdomen combined to create a neon sign.

      Kicking off his shoes, dropping his blue jeans, and stripping out of his boxer shorts, Van came my way. With his thumb and forefinger, he lifted my chin. “Don’t think about it. I’m well and you’re well. I’m about to make love to my fiancée for possibly the last time. Tomorrow night, she’ll be my wife.”

      I ran my fingertips over the grooves and muscles of his abdomen, up to his wide chest, and over his strong shoulders. “I’d marry you this minute if I could.”

      Pushing me back onto the bed, Van crawled toward me and reached for the hem of my panties. Kisses and nips on my inner thighs and calves followed the fabric as he pulled them down my legs, throwing them to the floor below. After reaching my ankles, he lifted his head and grinned. “Nothing will stop tomorrow.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “We’ll marry and one day when you want it, we can have a large reception proclaiming our love and union to the world.”

      I shook my head as he eased his way over me, his body between my thighs. “I don’t need a reception. I need you.”

      His scratchy chin contacted my sensitive skin as he nuzzled and kissed my neck and collarbone, sending chills over my skin while creating flames beneath it. I wiggled with wanton need as Van’s attention went to my breasts. One by one, he lavished attention on them until they grew heavy, and my nipples tightened to diamond hardness.

      Mine wasn’t the only body morphing for our union.

      I’d wanted to see the man who was to make love to me. I did. I saw, and more importantly, I felt him. The hardness of his muscles, warmth of his skin, and tenderness of his touch. His eyes closed as I ran my grasp up and down his steel-hard cock.

      Unlike the earlier time in the office, tonight our lovemaking was slow and tender.

      My lips opened as Van filled me completely—the only man to do so and the only man I ever wanted.

      His rhythm was steady as he took my mind away from our guests, the happenings at Wade, and whatever he hadn’t told me from his office meeting. Gone were concerns about the members of law enforcement due in the morning. Even thoughts of Madison and Phillip disappeared.

      My mind, body, and soul were consumed with the pleasure within me, created by one man.

      Opening my eyes, I watched Van’s handsome face, mesmerized by the way his expression morphed. His chiseled jaw slacked as his firm lips opened. Donovan Sherman was a beautiful specimen of a man, easy on the eyes, and unlike the first time we’d come together, I now knew so much more about him. Those revelations made him more than handsome. More than successful. More than wealthy. Learning Van’s secrets made him human. Made him real. The fact that he’d shared them with me made him mine.

      My back arched as my orgasm built.

      Van’s eyes opened.

      The gold almost overpowered the green as his curses added to the noises I couldn’t control.

      “I fucking love you.”

      Words were beyond me as I nodded, and lights brought on by pleasure danced in my vision. Fireworks exploded behind my eyelids.

      Reaching for his neck, I held on as Van also found his release. When I eased my grip, I noticed the weariness in his expression from earlier was gone, replaced with calm. Maybe satiation was a better word.

      He lowered his nose to mine. “After we’re married, we will need to fuck at least three times a day to make up for the weeks we missed.”

      My cheeks rose. “Is that a promise?”

      “You won’t get tired of me?”

      I shook my head. “Never.”

      Breaking our connection, Van rolled onto the pillow at my side, and I curled next to him. “While I’d love to fall asleep in post-orgasmic bliss…” I lifted my head until I was staring into his eyes. “Tell me what is happening at Wade. What did you and Lena discuss?”

      “You should do what you said in the kitchen.”

      “What did I say?”

      “That you’d call your parents. Things have moved on without us paying attention.”

      “Just a minute.” Lifting the covers, I climbed down from the bed and made my way to the bathroom. After taking care of a few things, I located my nightgown on the hallway floor and pulled it over my head, easing my arms through the spaghetti straps. Finally, I made my way back to our large bed, fluffed the pillows, and sat against the headboard. “I’m ready.”

      Van grinned. “I liked it better when you were naked.”

      “I want to know what’s happening and based on our track record, both of us naked won’t accomplish the sharing of information.”

      Inhaling, Van joined me, our backs against the large headboard. We’d left the blinds open. The light of the moon colored our suite in a blue hue. “As you know, I’d given Lena carte blanche control.” He shrugged. “I can say with most certainty I never thought we’d ever need those provisions. I never thought I’d be incapacitated to the point of not running my company.”

      I remembered something. “Vicki said the Butlers and my parents had a falling-out. She said the Butlers are selling.”

      Van nodded. “Lena created a panic situation at Wade.”

      I turned his way. “What? Why? You said you could trust her.”

      His lips formed a straight line. “I hope to God her plan works.”

      “What is her plan?”

      “Lena sold ten percent of Wade—of the shares I obtained.”

      “Ten percent of your shares?”

      “No, ten percent overall. When we combine your family’s and what I have left, we still have a majority.”

      “What about the Butlers’ stock?”

      Van reached for my hand. “Aphrodite also sold.”

      “Lena sold her own stock?” I asked.

      “No one knows that Aphrodite is Lena. That’s the point of shell companies. When Aphrodite sold and I sold, it created concern. When the court froze your parents’ inheritance including Wade stock, it created a panic.”

      “I thought Lena was supposed to be some financial genius?”

      He grinned. “She is. She did what I wasn’t willing to do.”

      “You weren’t willing to sell. You promised.”

      Van’s palm cupped my cheek. “Beautiful, that’s because despite my knowledge and history, to me Wade is you and you are Wade. I couldn’t see what I didn’t want to see.” He smirked. “Tonight, I told Lena that sentimental attachment is wrong in business. With you and Wade, I hadn’t followed my own rules. This plan of hers will most likely work to everyone’s advantage—well, almost everyone.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When I first realized who you were, it rekindled the Butler feud. Lena’s moves will get the Butlers out of Wade permanently and without them reaping financial gain.”

      “If this hurts the Butlers, it’s also hurting my family.”

      “Your parents can’t sell.”

      “Stocks will drop—”

      Van’s finger came to my lips. “What goes down also comes up. Aphrodite and I sold our stock to Lena Montgomery, no veils of shell companies.”

      My eyes opened wide. “Now the Butlers know Lena is involved.”

      “The whole world knows. Marlin was desperate. He thought he had a sale to GreenSphere, but the SEC scared off GreenSphere. Marlin won’t sell to Lena or me. Your parents can’t afford to buy.”

      “Who will buy his stock?”

      “Marlin went after an investor he hoped would take the risk to get back involved.”

      I felt the metaphoric puzzle snapping in place. “Aphrodite.”

      “Yes.”

      “When is the Butler-Aphrodite deal complete?” I asked.

      “Tomorrow or Monday. The attorneys are working on the final touches.”

      “You’re saying that Lena will then own forty percent of Wade Pharmaceutical stockholdings, GreenSphere still has five percent, and once we’re married, we will own fifty-five.”

      “Once your stocks are transferred to you. Remember, upon our marriage you sold that thirty-nine percent to me.”

      “And your assets become mine.”

      Van nodded and reaching for my hand, he lifted my knuckles to his lips. “Yes, beautiful. As Mrs. Donovan Sherman, you will own, in conjunction with your husband, fifty-five percent.”

      “Mrs. Julia Sherman,” I said, leaning close and kissing his cheek. “Remember, this isn’t 1950.”

      Framing my face, Van tugged my lips to his. “Remember what I said about what goes down also comes up?”

      I shook my head. “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      “We need to get sleep. Tomorrow we have a full schedule.”

      “I have a great method for sound sleep.” He rolled over me. “Getting you back into orgasmic bliss.”

      My breathing quickened as my nightgown slipped over my head.
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      Vicki eyed me up and down as we sat in the kitchen, warm mugs of coffee in front of us and muffins I’d made from a box, in the oven. She scanned my soft black slacks and camel mohair sweater. “You’re beautiful, Jules. Is that what you’re wearing? It is your wedding.”

      “I’d marry Van naked if I could.”

      My friend’s smile grew. “Yeah, that would make the hometown gossip section.”

      At the sound of the buzzer, I stood. “I want to marry him more than I ever imagined wanting to marry someone.”

      “Mostly because you only imagined marrying Skylar.”

      I nodded. “True. The point is this whole ordeal has taught me that it’s not about the clothes, the location, the guests—I’m so glad you’re here.” I slipped on oven mitts after opening the oven. A gust of hot air blew my hair as I rescued the muffins from the heat. Setting them on the counter, I turned to Vicki. “I just don’t care anymore about anything other than making this legal.”

      “What are you going to do about your stocks now that the bank has frozen them?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know about a lot of things.” I shrugged, inhaling the sweet scent of blueberries. “I know that once we’re married, I can at least get information.” I shook my head. “I learned last night why the Butlers are selling.”

      Vicki’s eyebrows peaked.

      “Lena has a plan.”

      “Lena?”

      Letting the muffins cool and going back to my chair, I placed my hands around the warm mug. Through the windows the late January sunlight was shining upon the thick layer of white, making our snow globe glisten. My thoughts went back to what Van told me. “I hope she’s the genius you said she is.”

      “Hey, my information was from O Magazine, but shit…Lena Montgomery was in O Magazine.”

      “Good morning.”

      Vicki and I turned to the doorway as Van’s sexy grin shone our way. “Good morning,” I said. “You were missing when I woke.”

      “I was in the office. I have a lot of catching up to do. Lena left me some files to go through, and time got away from me.”

      Taking a second, I scanned Van from his head to his toes. I’d yet to see him in a suit since the hospital. He’d been wearing anything from soft pajama pants to blue jeans to my favorite—nothing. I would classify his current attire as casual, less than business and more than the mountain-man look.

      In those moments of evaluation, I didn’t see a patient on the road to recovery. I saw a strong and passionate man, one who did what he did unapologetically. One who had overcome obstacles in his life—personal and professional. Van wasn’t perfect; no one was. But learning about Van and truly getting to know that man behind the mask hadn’t been about seeking the perfect man. It was about finding—or being found by—the man who was perfect for me.

      Van came closer, dropping a kiss on my forehead. “I hated to leave you this morning.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks as Vicki made noises.

      “You two. Seriously.”

      We both smiled as Van walked to the cabinet and retrieved three plates. Soon we all were seated at the breakfast bar with our muffins and coffee.

      “You two are serious about this wedding being casual?” Vicki questioned.

      “Did you bring a formal dress?” I asked.

      “No, but I could borrow one.”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t care if we all wear what we’re wearing now.”

      “It’s a good thing Ana isn’t here,” Vicki said. “She’d be wringing her hands.”

      “I’ve decided to call them tonight, once the wedding is done.”

      Van pulled his phone from his pocket. After a second, he looked up. “That was Michael. Oscar is at the gate.”

      My focus went to the large clock on the wall. It read 8:32 a.m. “He’s early.”

      “He wanted to talk to us before Lawson arrived.”

      “Did Albert get a time from Officer Howard?”

      “He said morning.”

      I looked down at my plate, my appetite waning. “I would like this all resolved by noon. What about the judge?”

      Van nodded. “I doubt anything will be resolved. We’ll be dealing with this fallout for a while. Now that Lena is funding Madison’s legal defense, it could be years.”

      “Great.”

      Van’s lips quirked into a grin. “I’ve heard more believable words of approval come from your lips.”

      I sighed. “I’ll rephrase. I want today’s episode of the Madison aftermath to end by noon. The judge?”

      “Judge Nichols said he’d arrive at 12:30.”

      “We’re going to do this,” I said with a smile.

      “I can get scarce,” Vicki offered, “while you talk to the police.”

      “Did you talk to them?” Van asked.

      “Yes. I spoke to one man from the Ashland Police. I think his name was Lawson. He was with a man in uniform. They came to the hospital.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t much help. It was like a light switch was pushed, and my memory was gone.”

      “I told the detective on the phone,” I began, “that I remembered Madison telling me her name and then I felt pain in my arm. It was so strange to see and hear but have no control of my body.” I turned to Vicki. “The drug she injected is one used to sedate patients. I was told she probably got it from the institution where she had recently been released.” My entire body did a shiver. “I recalled her dragging me up the stairs to the third floor. Once she shut the closet door…” I shook my head. “I thought I smelled smoke. That’s when the light switch was pushed for me.”

      “Was it Lawson?” Vicki asked.

      “I don’t recall. It was a man.”

      Van spoke, “I’ll invite Oscar in, and we can hear what he thinks is best.”

      Instead of us all going to Van’s office or the living room, Van invited Oscar Fields into the kitchen for a cup of coffee.

      “Ms. McGrath,” he said as he entered.

      The last time I’d seen him was the morning we met for my interview.

      That seemed like a hundred years ago.

      “Mr. Fields.”

      “It’s good to see you again.”

      “And you. Van tells us that you wanted to be here when we spoke to the police. Why?” It was a question I hadn’t asked Van.

      Mr. Fields’s eyes shot to Van and back to me. “I thought Donovan would have explained that.”

      Van handed him a cup of coffee. “I didn’t want to take away your limelight. I also wondered if you’d know more by this morning.”

      “What?” I asked, the small hairs on my arm standing to attention.

      The older gentlemen gave a placating smile as he shook his head. “It’s nothing to be concerned about, especially regarding what happened here” —he looked around— “two weeks ago.”

      “But isn’t that what they’re coming to discuss?”

      “Mostly,” Van answered. “Lawson wants both of our statements. It’s not the situation with Madison that’s up in the air. It’s Phillip. I also can’t reach my PI. One of those things might be unquestioned but both? Odd.”

      “Yes,” Oscar said, “the important thing is to be honest but not to overshare. Let them ask questions before you volunteer.”

      “Why would we be anything but honest? We don’t know where Phillip is.” I looked at Van. “Or your PI.” Pushing my chair back, I stood. “Mr. Fields, Van and I spent a week in a hospital in Madison, in case anyone has forgotten that. We just got home a few days ago.”

      Mr. Fields nodded. “From what I’ve been able to learn, the last sighting of Donovan’s brother was at your parents’ home in Chicago.”

      My gaze narrowed as I tried to remember. “Didn’t Rob, your PI,” I said, looking at Van, “say that Phillip had a ticket to fly to San Antonio?”

      “His name was on a ticket, but the ticket went unused,” Mr. Fields said. He took a deep breath. “I did learn one more thing this morning. I finally received a call from the institution in San Antonio where Madison Thomas was a patient.”

      We all were looking his direction.

      “Mrs. Thomas showed remarkable improvement. The doctors determined that she was no longer a threat.”

      They determined wrong.

      My pulse began to thump quicker as I reached for the back of the chair.

      Mr. Fields went on, “The visitor log shows that Phillip visited his wife only a few days prior to her release.”

      My knees grew weak as I forced myself back onto the chair at Vicki’s side.

      “What the hell?” my friend said. “Do you think Phillip helped Madison get out of the hospital before he came to Chicago?”

      Mr. Fields turned to Van. “You gave me information a few weeks ago about an MMT Corporation, a shell company.”

      “Yes.”

      “That same shell company arranged a rather substantial deposit into a 529 for Mr. and Mrs. Thomas’s daughter. This deposit came hours before Mr. Thomas visited his wife prior to her release.”

      “When exactly was Madison discharged?” Van asked.

      “Phillip and Madison have a daughter?” Vicki asked at the same time.

      “December 23,” Mr. Fields answered.

      As I nodded to Vicki, my gaze met Van’s.

      “What are you two thinking?” Vicki asked.

      I was the one to answer. “Van and I announced our engagement on December 23. The news release went out that morning.” I shook my head. “But her release didn’t happen in a day.”

      “When did Phillip visit Madison?” Van asked.

      “The twentieth,” Mr. Fields said.

      My gaze went to Van as the muffin churned in my stomach. “No one knew we were together yet.”

      “The Butlers knew I seized Wade stock.”

      Van’s phone now on the table vibrated. After looking at the screen, he announced, “Michael is escorting Officer Lawson from the gate.”
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      “Mr. Sherman,” Detective Lawson said. “We appreciate you contacting us. We’d only recently been made aware of your and Ms. McGrath’s return to Ashland.”

      Lawson was seated across from Julia and me in the living room. Vicki and Oscar were seated in chairs at each end of the sofas. Detective Lawson wasn’t alone. He had a uniformed policewoman with him. I wondered if they intended to ask us questions separately as the state patrol officers had done.

      Lawson continued, “Mr. Hall was able to give us a firsthand account of what occurred between you and Mrs. Thomas.”

      Hall. Albert Hall.

      Oscar was the one to speak. “Mr. Sherman and Ms. McGrath want to cooperate fully. They’d also like to put this behind them. That’s why you were invited to their home.”

      “Both of your home?” Lawson asked.

      “Yes,” I answered. “Julia and I are about to be married. As you know we were to be married two weeks ago.”

      “And the wedding is still planned?”

      “Yes. This afternoon,” Julia replied, her grip of my hand growing tighter by the second.

      “Is there anything,” Lawson asked, “that either of you want to put on record?”

      My gaze went to Oscar. This was the exact opposite of the type of questioning that he wanted.

      “Do you have questions for my clients?” Oscar asked.

      Lawson was a short man but by his body language, he was confident, and I hoped competent. Sitting back in the chair, he brushed the screen of his tablet and looked our way. “Did either of you know that Mrs. Thomas was living in your home?”

      We both shook our heads.

      Before Lawson could speak, Julia did. “I had the feeling of being watched, but after what had happened with Phillip, Van’s brother, I thought it was just me.”

      “It wasn’t just you,” he replied. “I saw the third floor. She’d been squatting or what some call phrogging for a few days at the least.”

      “Did Albert or Michael mention the cabin and guesthouse?” I asked.

      Lawson nodded. “We’re still waiting on a DNA match from the spoon at the cabin. Since it was female, we can assume that it was Mrs. Thomas. We’ll need more than an assumption in court.”

      “Does this have to go to court?” I asked.

      “Mr. Sherman, you were shot. That’s a crime. And, Ms. McGrath, ma’am, you were drugged.” He turned to Vicki. “Miss Woodson, you and I spoke at Ashland Memorial. Ma’am, you too were poisoned as well as Margaret Curry. If you ask me, this needs to go to court.”

      “What if she can’t stand trial?” Julia asked.

      “That’s not my job. My job is to gather the evidence. Mr. Sherman, tell me what you remember.”

      I took a breath and straightened my back. “I was on my way to the cabin. We were supposed to have our ceremony there. I got a call from a friend.” I looked at Oscar who nodded. The police had my phone records. There were no secrets. “Lena Montgomery, Madison Thomas’s sister. She told me that Madison had been released from the institution where she’d been staying—committed.”

      “And that phone call is why you turned around and returned to the house?”

      “Yes. The phone call and the papers I’d received that morning. I believe you have them or copies. They were divorce papers—Madison and Phillip’s.”

      “Why would Mrs. Thomas send you her and your brother’s divorce papers?”

      “One of the last times Madison and I spoke, I told her that if she ever wanted my help in the future, to come with divorce papers.”

      Lawson made a note on his tablet. “When was that conversation?”

      “Nearly eleven years ago.”

      “What happened when you arrived at the house?”

      For the next five to ten minutes, I recounted everything I could recall up until Madison pulled the trigger. The entire time, Julia’s hand trembled in mine. At one point she wiped a tear from her cheek.

      The more I recalled, the angrier I became.

      Today was Julia’s wedding day, and once again, Madison was ruining it.

      “Ms. McGrath,” Lawson said, “we’d also like your statement.”

      Julia sat forward still holding my hand. “I gave my statement to the detective who called my parents’ home. I can give it again.”

      Lawson’s eyes narrowed as he brushed the tablet screen. When he looked up, he confirmed my earlier suspicions. “Ma’am, we don’t have record of a telephone interview.”

      Julia’s wide blue eyes came my direction. “I spoke to someone.”

      Lawson went on, “This type of incident is generally handled in person. I know there was talk about involving the Chicago PD. However, you left Chicago and went to Madison. My captain made the decision to wait for your statement. Did you get a name?”

      The color drained from Julia’s cheeks. “No.”

      “Do you recall what you told him?”

      She pulled her hand away from mine and ran her palms over the soft black slacks covering her thighs. “I told him what I remembered.”

      “Please share.”

      Julia’s account was exactly what she’d told me before and also said earlier in the kitchen. She added the information about meeting Madison in Ashland and how Madison had helped her find a wedding dress at the consignment shop.

      “The one owned by Sally Coopmans?” Lawson asked.

      Julia nodded. “That’s what Margaret said.”

      “I’ll talk to Sally,” Lawson volunteered.

      Each word, phrase, and sentence she uttered burned within me.

      Julia was mine.

      I found her.

      She’d suffered because of me.

      I’d allowed all of this to happen.

      Julia may want the easiest outcome for Madison, but with each passing second, I wanted her to pay. Not only her. Phillip was somehow involved with Madison’s release. He was an accomplice.

      More questions came to my mind as Julia continued speaking.

      Who the fuck was behind MMT?

      Was it Logan or Marlin?

      Madison was released the day Julia’s and my engagement was announced. The same day that the filing had been made to contest Herman Wade’s last will and testament. And around the time Phillip’s calls began to Connie. There was no way that this was all one big coincidence.

      “Mr. Sherman, do you have anything to add?”

      I’d been lost in my own thoughts. Before I could reply, the phone in my pocket buzzed. “Excuse me,” I said as I read the screen. It was a text message from Albert.

      

      “Patrol Officer Howard and Patrolman Stewart are on their way to the house.”

      

      When I looked up, I had everyone’s attention. “State patrol officers are on their way up the lane.”

      “State?” Lawson asked.

      I stood. “Yes, they came here after my brother impersonated me in Chicago. The thing is…” I wanted to phrase this right. “Julia and I have become concerned. Phillip disappeared after that incident.”

      “Is it unusual for your brother to disappear?”

      His question lingered in my thoughts. “I don’t know. My brother and I have been estranged for years, over half of our lives.”

      “And now you’re concerned?”

      “His wife tried to kill us. He’s missing. He has a daughter, and Phillip and I share a sister. This all feels wrong.”

      “I’d like to stay and listen to your discussion with the patrol officers,” Lawson said.

      My gaze went back to Oscar.

      He stood. “If it’s all right with the state patrol officers. I know my clients would like to wrap this up for the day.”

      After I stood, Vicki moved, now sitting at Julia’s side. Julia nodded, her dazed blue eyes peering up at me.

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      I wanted to go to Julia, pull her against me and wrap her in my arms. My chest inflated as I took a deep breath, proclaiming to myself that no matter what, Julia would be safe. This would end. Law enforcement was my first choice, but I wasn’t beyond seeking other forms of assistance.

      As those thoughts circled my mind, Lawson followed me to the front entrance of our home. I scanned my palm, opening the door to the patrol officers.

      “Is your security system new?” Lawson asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And it was in place two weeks ago?”

      “It was.”

      “How would Mrs. Thomas get inside your home?”

      My jaw clenched as I inhaled the fresh morning air. I turned toward Lawson. “That last time, when I told Madison if she came back to do so with divorce papers, I also provided her an escape, a way for her and her child to get into my home. I had forgotten that.”

      “You forgot?”

      “It was nearly eleven years ago.” I turned as the state patrol officers came up the front steps. “Officers.”

      “Mr. Sherman. We got here as soon as we could. Thank you for having your man call us.”

      I took a step back, allowing everyone entry and the front door to close. “Detective Lawson from the Ashland Police Department, this is Officer Stewart and Officer Howard of the Wisconsin State Patrol.”

      Leading all three back into the living room, Lawson introduced his uniformed officer to the state patrol officers before requesting to stay.

      Officer Howard looked at Julia. “How are you?”

      Julia feigned a smile. “Good. I want this all to end.”

      “We’re glad you called, or your man did.”

      Julia spoke as everyone found a place to sit. Her voice was soft as if she were only speaking to Officer Howard, yet I heard. “The card you gave me.”

      “Do you need our help?”

      “No.” Julia shook her head. “I was looking at it before Albert called you. I wondered if perhaps Madison had utilized services at the Women’s Resource Center in Ashland.”

      “Why do you wonder that?”

      “Because the first time I saw her was in the café on Main Street. Then the next time, she was working in the consignment shop. Could she have gotten that job through the center?”

      “I’m going to check with Sally Coopmans, the owner of the consignment shop,” Lawson volunteered. “If she was working there, we may be able to figure out if she had help executing her plan.”

      Officer Howard nodded. “It would be beneficial for our departments to work in unison. We’ll recommend a call to your captain.”

      Lawson replied, “I agree.”

      That was what Julia and I wanted, cooperation.

      Once everyone else was seated, I stood at Julia’s side and explained what I’d just said to Lawson, adding, “No one has seen Phillip or the private investigator I hired in three weeks. After Phillip took Julia’s phone, he sent text messages pretending to be her. The cell phone was pinging in Ironwood.”

      “We didn’t pursue that,” Officer Stewart said. “Miss McGrath, you said you were fine.”

      “I am. I was,” Julia replied. “Madison told Van…” She turned to me, her complexion growing increasingly paler by the second.

      I spoke, “Madison told me that Phillip couldn’t sign the divorce papers. She asked me to pretend to be him.”

      “Have you done that before?” Stewart asked.

      “We were identical. It was fun to fuck with teachers.” That wasn’t the complete answer, but it worked.

      “What do you want from us?” Officer Howard asked.

      I swallowed and straightened my neck. “I want to know that Julia is safe—that we’re safe. I’d like confirmation of Phillip Thomas’s whereabouts. I’m concerned for his daughter.”

      Julia’s hand reached up to mine.

      That second, turning and looking into her blue kaleidoscope eyes, was a fucking miracle. Never had I imagined saying aloud that Brooklyn was Phillip’s daughter, but now I was. I said it aloud with Julia at my side even knowing my dark secrets. The emotion was indescribable.

      “How old is Mr. Thomas’s daughter?”

      “Ten,” Julia and I said in unison.

      “Do you know her whereabouts?”

      “My sister,” I said, “told me that she was taking care of her, in San Antonio.”

      “The city where Mr. and Mrs. Thomas reside,” Lawson said.

      “Yes. Where they did reside. And I can give you the name of my private investigator. He was supposed to be watching Phillip, but he’s stopped communicating.”

      “Didn’t you say,” Julia asked, looking up, “that his last report was erroneous?”

      I nodded. “Things aren’t adding up.”

      “Could you provide contact information,” Patrol Officer Howard asked, “for the three of them—your sister, Phillip Thomas, and your private investigator?”

      “His name is Rob, Robert Landon. I have his information on my phone,” I said.

      “Is there anyone else who had contact with either of these individuals?”

      Julia and Vicki lifted their hand.

      “I saw Phillip,” Julia began, “in Chicago. He pretended to be Van.”

      Vicki nodded. “I saw him in Chicago. I only spoke with him briefly, but everyone at the McGrath home saw him. He was talking to Julia’s father, and Marlin and Logan Butler.”

      “Phillip repeatedly called my office, speaking to my assistant.” I thought about what Vicki said about the Butlers. “There’s a connection between Logan Butler and my brother.” I didn’t care if this was unsolicited information. I knew it in my gut. “Rob sent me pictures of Phillip and Logan Butler dining at two restaurants in Chicago. Somehow the Butlers are connected.”

      “May we have copies of those photographs?” Patrol Officer Stewart asked.

      “Yes.” I didn’t look at Oscar. I’d stand by this decision.
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      As things were wrapping up—or so I hoped—my phone vibrated. “Excuse me.”

      The text message was from Margaret.

      

      “Mom and I are on our way. I hope you’re not upset. The decision is yours. Please know it’s from her heart.”

      

      Shaking my head, I tried to decipher the strange message.

      I looked at Van first. “Margaret and Paula are on their way.”

      “Mrs. Mayhand.”

      Smiling, I laid my hand on his arm. “Yes. Her.”

      Addressing the entire room, I stood and asked, “Are we about done for today? I’m hoping for a successful wedding this time.” I had an idea. “Maybe you’d all like to stay. After all, we didn’t have members of two police forces here last time.”

      Detective Lawson was the first to speak. Instead of addressing my invitation, he asked, “Are you two planning a honeymoon?”

      Van’s gaze came to mine.

      “We haven’t discussed it,” I replied.

      “We did.” His green stare softened as he reached for my hand. “An uninterrupted weekend upstairs.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks as I shrugged.

      Lawson continued, “Please contact me before leaving town. We’d like to be sure you stay safe.”

      Letting go of me, Van offered the detective his hand. “We will, Detective.”

      “You have my number,” Patrolwoman Howard said. “We’ll do some following up. First, before we leave, Mr. Sherman, if you could transfer the contact information for Phillip, your sister, and Rob Landon and the pictures from your PI. We’d also like to follow up with your assistant.”

      “Her name is Connie, Connie Simmons. She lives in Ashland.” As Van pulled his phone out, I bid everyone goodbye. Gesturing to Vicki, I walked together with her into the kitchen. “Is it too early for alcohol?” I asked once we were beyond the range for others to hear. “My head feels like it’s about to split open.”

      “Maybe a Tylenol instead.”

      “Is that the doctor-to-be talking,” I asked with a grin.

      “No, it’s your best friend who took a drink of champagne before the last wedding. We’re not doing that again.”

      Sitting at the breakfast bar, I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples as Vicki filled a glass with water. As she set the glass on the counter, the French doors separating the kitchen from the breezeway—what Paula referred to as the mud room—opened. Margaret and Paula’s arms were filled with boxes and bags.

      Their conversation ended as they both smiled our way.

      “Julia,” Paula said, her expression showing concern, “where is your wedding day smile.”

      “Hi,” Vicki said, introducing herself to Paula. “I’m Julia’s friend, Vicki.”

      “I’m Paula, Margaret’s mother.”

      “And I’m Margaret. We’ve met,” Margaret said.

      “Yes. Maybe no champagne this time,” Vicki joked.

      As Vicki offered to help with the boxes, all three women carried the bounty to the kitchen table. It was then that I saw the bows and dried floral arrangements, realizing the boxes contained the decorations I’d never seen.

      Still wearing her coat, Paula came my way. Her small hand landed on my back, rubbing in a circle.

      Before she could speak, I did. “I don’t know about the decorations. I’m not…”

      Paula leaned close, the wrinkles on her face were more pronounced as she stared at me. “May I show you something?”

      Swallowing my growing emotions, I nodded. Vicki and Margaret watched as Paula and I exited the kitchen. It was as Paula led me back through the mud room that I remembered Margaret’s odd text message. The decision is yours. Don’t be upset. It’s from Mom’s heart. There was no way my scrambled mind could decipher the strange wording.

      Paula’s hand was cool as she reached for mine and we came to a stop at the door to the garage. Sunlight saturated the area, bringing warmth despite the outside chill.

      “Bruce was a wonderful man.”

      Her husband.

      Okay.

      She went on. “Not always. Oh, he was never mean or anything like that. It was that over our forty-three years of marriage, we had bright sunny days.” She looked out the windows. “And we had cloudy days. It’s funny when you look back on that time you spent together, you remember both. For different reasons. The sunny days bring a smile to your face. The cloudy days, they’re the ones that when you look back, you see what they really were. They were the glue, the trials and tribulations that brought you closer to one another. Anyone can love in sunshine, Julia. It takes loving in the black of night and under those storm clouds, that’s what makes a marriage strong.”

      It wasn’t noon, and this day had all been too much.

      I couldn’t stop the tears if I tried. Lowering my chin to my chest, I closed my eyes, causing more tears to fall.

      Paula reached for my chin, lifting it until I was seeing her face through blurred vision. “Child, you and Mr. Sherman, you’ve had storm clouds. You’ve also had sunshine. But it’s those storm clouds that make you closer, that make you reach for one another in the dark of night. You love him. We see that.”

      Everyone had told me that they saw the way Van loved me. More tears came at Paula’s declaration. She saw the way I loved him.

      I did.

      Paula went on, “You love him in a way that’s special. I admit that I worried one day he’d settle for a woman who was as interested in his money as him or maybe more so. That’s not you.”

      I shook my head, still in her grasp.

      Her hand trembled. “Margaret didn’t want what I’m about to show you. And with only a grandson, I should have thrown it away or donated it years ago. It’s colored a little and if I’d planned this out, I would have had it cleaned. It was cleaned, but over fifty years ago. That’s a long time.”

      My tears turned to sobs as I fought to breathe. “What-what are you going to show me?”

      It’s coming from her heart.

      Paula released my chin and opened the door to the garage. The box she lifted from the floor was large and white. I hurried to take it from her.

      “I haven’t even taken it out of the box. Margaret had to get it down for me. It was in the top of a closet. It hasn’t seen daylight in half a century and may not be presentable.”

      Although the box was almost as big as Paula, it wasn’t heavy. I read the top. In gold scroll letters: Wedding dress. Looking at Paula, I tried to swallow, barely being able to articulate the words. “You’re offering me your wedding dress?”

      She nodded with a grin. “We care for Mr. Sherman, and the one thing I’ve prayed for is for him to be happy. Not more money or a bigger house.”

      More.

      Bigger.

      Better.

      A grin broke through my crying. “I want that—for him to be happy. We were just talking to the police. I’m overwhelmed. There’s so much…” I shook my head.

      “Storm clouds part, Julia. And then the sun shines. Sometimes it seems like a lot, but even Noah saw the floodwaters recede. We can leave that old box out here in the garage or we can take it inside, get your friend and Margaret, and go upstairs and get you ready for your wedding. It’s your choice.”

      It’s my choice.

      My thoughts didn’t linger on the women in my life who should be here, who should be filling this role. My mother would never say a dress was my choice. My maternal grandmother had passed before my grandfather, and I barely recalled my father’s parents.

      Would those grandmothers be Paula’s age?

      I wasn’t sure.

      My mind wasn’t functioning on all cylinders.

      Instead, my thoughts were overwhelmed with Paula’s kind gesture.

      From the moment Mr. Fields arrived this morning, my stomach had been in knots. The questioning made my temples throb. With each passing minute, I felt our wedding slipping away. But now, in the mud room, staring down at this box, I felt the warmth of the sunshine as the clouds parted.

      My eyes met Paula’s. “Thank you. I want to go upstairs, with you and the box.”
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      “We’re taking over your suite. So, no coming upstairs,” Vicki said to Van as the four of us paraded past on our way to the staircase.

      Margaret carried the large white box. And thankfully, the police officers and Oscar Fields were nowhere to be seen. Van reached for my arm, stopping my progress. When everyone waited, I gestured toward the upstairs. “I’ll be up in a minute.”

      Though I’d recovered from my breakdown in the breezeway, my emotions were still raw as Van pulled me against him, encircling my body with his strong arms. My arms held tight to his abdomen and my forehead fell to his chest as I sighed.

      For a long moment, we stood, holding one another.

      The beating of our hearts and exchange of our breath were the only sounds.

      Words weren’t needed to convey our feelings.

      It was as if in Van’s embrace I was revived, the strength I’d been lacking being replenished. Finally, I looked up, staring into the sensual emerald stare that still made my body react.

      Red sin.

      We still had it. Taking a deep breath, I realized my headache was gone.

      A smile came to my face.

      His deep voice reverberated through his chest. “I’ve been wanting to do this since I saw you in the kitchen with Vicki.”

      I hugged him tighter and looked up. “You make everything better.”

      “I don’t.” Before I could reply, he went on, “If it wasn’t for me, you’d be happily married and safe and sound in Chicago. You wouldn’t be in this Phillip and Madison mess.”

      I shook my head. “The only person I want to marry is you.” My eyes widened. “I forgot to tell you—”

      “That you love me?”

      My smile returned. “I’ll never forget to tell you that.”

      His thumb caressed my cheek. “You’re stunning, but when you smile, you take my breath away.” He kissed my forehead. “What did you forget?”

      “Skylar and Beth are married.”

      I went on, “They left Skylar’s parents’ house and are living in the house Skylar and I had built.”

      “So, Baby Butler is growing up.”

      I playfully slapped Van’s arm. “I told you to find a new nickname.”

      “I hope you’re not marrying me today because another option has been taken.”

      I inhaled, relishing the clean and spicy scent of Van’s bodywash and flourishing in the warmth and security of his embrace. “Mr. Sherman, I am going to marry you today because I can’t imagine spending a day of my life without you. Whether we wake together or lie down together, I want to be at your side and for you to be at mine. You’re the first person to truly believe in me and support me. You’ve given me many firsts, but the one that means the most is that you listen to me.”

      His grin quirked. “What if we combine firsts? I love to listen to you as you come apart.”

      Warmth climbed from my neck to my cheeks. “Those reasons are why I believe you that Wade will rise. I trust Lena because you do. I’ve also realized that while I want Wade’s success, if it doesn’t happen, you’re not to blame, nor is Lena, and neither am I. There’s a lot to unravel. We’ll have cloudy days, but we’ll also have sunny ones.”

      His grin grew as he watched me speak. “My favorite days may be in blizzard conditions.”

      I laid my hand on his chest. “I like those too.”

      “Wade” —Van’s expression sobered— “may not make it.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m not giving up on it or on you. Whether you’re CEO of Wade or of some new division of Sherman Corporation, I believe in you.”

      My head tilted to the side. “Sherman Corporation? Isn’t name recognition important? I don’t want you to change it because of me. You can keep the name Madison.”

      “If Facebook can change to Meta, I can drop one name. I’ve already been working with my legal department. The reason I put her name in there no longer exists. I’m not sure it ever did.”

      “Julia,” Vicki called from the top of the stairs. “You know that you two will have forever. You can walk away for an hour to prepare for your wedding.”

      My smile grew as I turned from Vicki’s voice to Van. “Forever.”

      “I like the sound of that.” He took my hand, the one on his chest and turned it over, leaving a kiss on my palm.

      Lifting myself to my tiptoes, we shared a chaste kiss.

      “I saw that box going upstairs.” Van took a step back. “What do you want me to wear?”

      “Nothing.”

      Golden flecks shimmered in his stare. “We may scare our guests.”

      “Paula—Mrs. Mayhand,” I corrected for him, “brought me her wedding dress. I’m going to try it on. If I like it, you’ll see it. If not, I’ll be wearing this. You’re perfect the way you are.”

      “If you change your mind, send clothes down to the office. I don’t want to interrupt your lady-time upstairs.”

      “I don’t think Vicki would allow you entry.”

      His smile beamed as he held my left hand and looked down at the engagement ring and then back to me. “You will be the most beautiful bride.”

      Our hands stayed linked until we reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “This is going to happen.”

      I nodded.

      Pushing away my concerns and doubts at what could possibly ruin today’s wedding, I looked up, meeting Vicki’s hazel gaze.

      “Oh my gosh,” she stage whispered, “wait until you see this dress.” When I reached the top of the stairs, she smiled. “You look better.”

      “Did I look bad?”

      “From earlier in the kitchen through the police thing, your coloring was…off. Now, you look…content.”

      “I can’t explain what Van does.”

      “Good, I’d be jealous if you gave me details.”

      “No.” I giggled. “I don’t mean that. I mean that he soothes and calms me. He makes the world right as if it was thrown off its axis. He touches it and everything is suddenly right, or at least better than before.”

      “Does he have a friend?”

      “Lena, but I don’t think she’s your type.” As we entered the suite, I heard Margaret’s and Paula’s voices coming from the bedroom. “Shit,” I whispered. “I didn’t make the bed.”

      Vicki laughed. “Margaret did that for you when we first walked in.”

      “Do you want to know a secret?”

      “You never make your bed. I’ve known you forever. That’s not a secret.”

      Our soft laughs filled the air.

      We both stilled as we reached the threshold to the bedroom. All eyes were on me, and mine were on the extraordinary dress lying on the bed. I wasn’t sure what I imagined Paula’s dress would be, but the beautiful shiny gown was not it. Going closer, I ran my fingertips over the rich, heavy material.

      I looked to Paula. “Oh my God, this dress is gorgeous.” My gaze went to Margaret. “Why didn’t you want to wear this?”

      “I imagined the long train like the one Maria had in Sound of Music.”

      “Julia, do not feel pressured. You can decide against it,” Paula said.

      I lifted the satin dress from the bed and held it against me. The hem reached to my mid-calf, and the neckline curved, forming the top of a heart. “I’d love to try it on.”

      Although I’d showered and washed my hair this morning, I went into the bathroom and washed my face. As I splashed the water, I met my own gaze in the reflection. The woman staring back at me was scared.

      I could see it.

      Hell, I felt it within each and every cell in my body.

      Like tiny alarms, the panic was sounding, warning me not to believe in happily ever after or that our wedding would even happen.

      And yet the woman in my reflection wanted to believe—to still the alarm bells.

      “May I help you?” Vicki asked as I lifted a towel to my face.

      “Yes.”

      Yes, I would believe.

      Yes, our wedding would happen.

      My smile returned as I looked into Vicki’s gaze. “Yes.”

      Back in the bedroom, I stripped to my panties and stepped into the center of the dress, now arranged on the carpet. Vicki pulled the bodice up while Margaret began the task of buttoning the back. Taking a deep breath, I feared the bodice would be too tight. It wasn’t. It was the stiff boning sewn into the material that I felt. That feature caused me to stand straighter and my breasts to push forward against the sweetheart neckline.

      “Donovan is going to hate these buttons,” Margaret joked.

      “Now we know the real reason you didn’t want to wear the dress,” I said.

      Once Margaret was done, I walked into the closet, to the full-length mirror.

      My feet were bare. My face was without makeup and my hair was simply hanging down. I didn’t concentrate on any of those things. Instead, I stared at the dress.

      The rigidness of the bodice accentuated my waist and breasts, making one appear smaller and the others appear bigger. The calf-length skirt had layers of tulle sewn between the satin and the lining, causing the skirt to pouf and hang in waves.

      From behind me, I saw Paula enter the closet in the reflection. When I turned, I noticed that her gray eyes were glossy. “I love it,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re beautiful, Julia. Inside and out.”

      “I’m so happy it fits.”

      “You don’t mind that it’s not floor length?”

      I spun back toward my reflection, the skirt pitching this way and that. “No. I love it.”

      Paula lifted lace in her hand.

      “A veil?”

      “No, this is a shrug to cover your arms, if you want to wear it. I was married in the autumn and wanted some sleeves. You don’t have to wear it.”

      Paula slid the shrug over my arms one by one. The intricate lace stopped near my wrists and added perfectly to the neckline. “I can’t believe you’re letting me wear this. I love that it’s different from the other dress I found or the one my parents bought.”

      Standing in the closet, I suddenly noticed the racks of Van’s suits and ran my hand over his flannel shirts. “I was okay with Van being casual when I was, but now…” I reached again for his suit coats.

      “Margaret and I can take a suit down to Mr. Sherman’s office. We would like to decorate, if it’s all right with you.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t want…” I nodded faster as my lips came together. “Yes, now I do.”

      “I have a few more things to show you. Remember, you are free to say no.”

      “Okay.”
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      Adjusting the cuff links, I tugged the sleeve of my suit coat and stood before the mirror in the bathroom off my office. This was the first time I’d put on a suit since the last time we tried to wed. For some reason, the suit felt right. I was relieved when Margaret brought the clothes down.

      It meant Julia liked the dress.

      Our wedding was a day to celebrate, no matter when it occurred.

      A knock on the office door pulled me from my thoughts. “Come in,” I called, stepping back into the office.

      Lena appeared, her painted smile coming my way. “My God, this is really going to happen.”

      “I fucking hope so.”

      She came closer, preceded by the aroma of her perfume, and reached for my ivory-colored tie. Straightening the fabric, Lena grinned. “You know, now I need to start looking for a man…or a woman,” she added. “You, Van, were supposed to be my last resort.”

      I scoffed. “Being on each other’s side in business isn’t the same as marriage. I don’t think either of us would survive.”

      “You’re probably right.” She took a step back, smiling at the tie and then up at me.

      I noticed her gray dress and silver earrings. As always, her hair and makeup were done to perfection. I’d say she awakened that way, but I knew better. “You look beautiful.”

      Lena smoothed the front of her dress. “I take this best man title seriously. I also have a more casual outfit in the car. Let it not be said that I’m unprepared.”

      “That you are.” I looked at my watch. It was just after noon and the judge was due to arrive at 12:30 p.m. “I went through the files you left this morning.” She waited. “I hope this plan works.”

      In a millisecond, her countenance and tenor changed. Lena-the-businesswoman was back. “The only variable is the lawsuit against Herman Wade’s will. That could hold up Julia’s shares.”

      “In which case, no single stockholder would have a majority, not even if you successfully acquire Butler’s shares.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” Lena said, walking to the chairs near the fireplace and taking a seat.

      “About?”

      “Julia’s request.”

      My gaze narrowed.

      “About Skylar Butler. Do you think she meant it? Is it important to her to try to save Skylar from his father and uncle’s fall?”

      I took a deep breath. “I do. That’s Julia. She told me today that Skylar married her friend—ex-friend.” I shrugged. “They’re expecting a child.”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “They moved out of his parents’ home and into the house Skylar and Julia had built.”

      “Does it have to be with Wade?”

      “Skylar’s lifeline?”

      Lena nodded.

      “I’d say not. I can’t imagine him agreeing to work for me. I would hope he wouldn’t.”

      “He could work for me.”

      “You. Logan’s sworn enemy. His family will advise against it.”

      “Fuck his family.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to do, isn’t it?”

      Lena grinned. “I received the contracts this morning. Marlin signed.”

      Good.

      “Word from Vicki,” I said, “is that the Butlers and McGraths had a falling-out.”

      “It doesn’t look good for Julia’s parents, Van. I have a feeling about this will thing. It’s highly unusual for a court to allow a will to be contested after ten years. It goes against Illinois statute. There must be something big.”

      “The suit was petitioned the day Julia’s and my engagement was announced. The same day that we’ve learned Phillip received a rather sizeable deposit into a 529 for Brooklyn, and the same day Madison was released.”

      Lena stood as her chocolate eyes narrowed. “Do you think Phillip knew about Madison’s release?” She shook her head. “Of course he did.” Lena began to pace in front of the fireplace, her high heels clicking on the slate hearth. “Phillip was the one who had her evaluated prior to her being committed. I remember talk about psychotic features. Then after she’s released, she ends up here.”

      “Don’t forget, he ended up in Chicago.”

      “He set her up, Van.” She spun toward me. “I know she pulled the trigger, but he set her up, put her on the road to Ashland, fed her some bullshit.” Lena’s expression tensed. “Their marriage wasn’t good. I knew it. I tried to help. The more I questioned, the more Phillip kept her isolated. He would say it was for her own good. I’d hoped that Olivia was helping.”

      I shook my head. “We both walked away, Lena. Sometimes it’s the healthiest thing to do.”

      She took a deep breath, her breasts pushing against the front of her dress. “Tell me that you think differently—that Phillip didn’t have some role in Madison’s release to cause harm.”

      “I don’t. Somehow, they were working together. You know I listened to a voicemail that Phillip left Connie.” I shook my head. “He was basically incoherent, ranting about the past. He even brought up Brooklyn. He said—to my assistant—I’d never get her. And then Liv told me that Lip’s been worried that I’d take Brooklyn ever since Madison was committed. I didn’t know until recently that she was committed.”

      “We need to find Phillip.”

      “Julia and I spoke to local and state law enforcement this morning. Hopefully, they’ll ramp up this investigation.”

      Lena sighed. “You know, Julia asked if I thought Madison was stable, in so many words.” She crossed her arms over her breasts. “I don’t think Phillip is. I’ve wondered for some time.”

      “I called him about his calls to Connie.” I tried to remember. “It would have been the day before he pretended to be me.”

      “How was he?”

      “Uneasy, erratic. He said he had hit bottom and had nothing to lose. He was yelling. He told me to stay away from Brooklyn. Said he’d put me in prison and throw away the key. I thought he was talking about how he’s isolated Madison. I had no idea he’d taken her to be evaluated.” The call was coming back to me. “I offered him a deal. I keep my word about Brooklyn, and he stays away from Julia.”

      “He didn’t take it.”

      “No.” I remembered more. “He said his list of allies was growing—people who hate me. Shit.”

      “What?” Lena asked.

      “I threatened to kill him.”

      “And he sent Madison here to do the same to you. He is unstable.”

      I walked back and forth near my desk. “The people at the McGraths’ thought Lip was me. He was calm and not erratic.” I remembered something. “Rob told me that Lip drank his breakfast the next day. The thing is that Lip had already checked out. The picture he sent wasn’t that day, but in it, Lip was drinking.”

      Lena shook her head, her silver earrings swaying. The floating diamond necklace glistening from her collarbone reminded me about Julia’s and my rings. Walking to the desk, I opened the drawer. Thankfully, Albert had secured these rings from my pocket before I was taken away in the ambulance.

      I opened the box. Both bands were present. First, I lifted Julia’s.

      “You couldn’t afford diamond encrusted?”

      My grin quirked as I met Lena’s chocolate stare. “You know damn well I could.” I turned the circle with my fingers. “I let her choose everything. We went to Tiffany’s. She could have had the biggest, gaudiest diamond with hundreds of diamonds on the band.” My thoughts went to her in the cabin wearing my shirt and those god-awful waders. I looked up at Lena. “I would have fucked this up twenty years ago.”

      “If you’re waiting for me to disagree…”

      “I’m not. I’m stating the fact. I would have. I don’t want to fuck it up now.”

      “I have faith in you.”

      “To fuck it up?” I asked.

      “No, Van. You’re not who you were twenty years ago. I’m not either. We’ve fought and clawed our way up the ladder. Now we can enjoy the view from above the people who tried to keep us down. Hell, we can watch as they falter. I’m glad you found someone to enjoy that view with.”

      We both turned to a new knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Michael appeared. “Judge Nichols is on his way from the gate.”

      Lena reached for my arm. “I’m glad I’m here to witness this. Donovan Sherman finding happiness.”

      “That is what I found.”

      As Lena and I walked down the hallway toward the living room, a wonderful aroma met us, and soft music played through the sound system. A fire crackled in the hearth and the living room was decorated in greenery, white flowers, and jade green bows. Beyond the windows, the snow on Chequamegon Bay glistened beneath a bright blue sky.

      Walking beyond the living room, I made my way to the kitchen to find Mrs. Mayhand. “You are supposed to be a guest.” When she smiled, I added, “The living room is beautiful. Thank you. And Julia told me about the dress. That was incredibly generous.”

      “A bride deserves to feel like a bride on her special day.”

      I nodded. “What are you cooking?”

      “Just a wedding meal.”

      I smirked.

      Just.

      “Are Jonathon and Bradley on their way?”

      Margaret entered from the breezeway with her husband and son a step behind. “They just arrived.”

      I wasn’t a man who was nervous. I was the wolf that fed off other people’s insecurities. And as Michael opened the French doors from the front entrance and Judge Nichols entered, followed by Connie and her husband, the reality finally hit me.

      Julia was about to be my wife.

      I was about to be a husband.

      “Judge Nichols,” I said, walking across the living room and offering him my hand.

      “Donovan, it’s good to see you up and about.”

      “Thank you. It’s the way I plan to stay. If you’ll come with me.”

      The two of us walked to my office where I handed him our marriage license.

      “We will need to all sign this after the ceremony,” he said.

      The ceremony.

      I had a thought. It was new, but I decided to go with it. Once we were back in the living room, I excused myself. Finding Margaret, I asked, “Do you have the sound programmed with the wedding march?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’d like to do something a little different.”

      “Okay, talk to Jonathon. He’s in charge of the sound.”

      “You thought of everything,” I said. “I didn’t get Julia a wedding gift, and I just remembered something she asked for.”

      Margaret grinned.

      “Are we ready?” Judge Nichols asked, taking his place in front of the hearth.

      I went to Lena and after introducing her to Judge Nichols, I asked, “Will you hold these?” I handed her the velvet box.

      “Of course.”

      “Stand here with the judge. I need to speak to Jonathon, and I’ll meet you here eventually, I promise.”

      “You better not run out on that sweet girl.”

      “Never.”
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      It was as if I’d stepped out of a 1960s or 1970s vintage wedding dress magazine. Even my ivory pumps and the small veil secured in my hair with a comb looked as if I’d gone back in time. In front of the vanity, Vicki was beside me, working on fitting into one of my dresses.

      “If you would have said maybe formal, I could have planned.”

      I watched as she tugged at the neckline. “I think you look hot.”

      “My boobs are bigger than yours and my hips” —she spun toward me— “not by much.”

      “Seriously, Vicki, you’re beautiful. The gray- green in the dress matches your eyes.”

      She stared down at her breasts. “No one is going to be looking at my eyes.” Looking up, she grinned. “Everyone will be looking at you, Jules.”

      “Do you think this is really going to happen?”

      Vicki reached for my hand and squeezed. “It is. You and Van are meant to be. I mean, who finds an incredibly sexy, sweet, and rich guy in a snowstorm?”

      Pivoting right and left, I looked at my hair. Vicki had styled it up in a twist adding to the vintage look. My earrings were rhinestones and sapphires and dangled near my neck. Margaret had brought them, saying they were my something borrowed and something blue. The dress was old, and my engagement ring was new.

      “Just a minute,” Vicki said as she exited the bathroom. Before I could follow, she was out the door of the suite and into the hallway.

      As I watched after her, a hand came in, reaching for the doorknob.

      My skin chilled.

      Albert peered around the doorframe. “Ms. McGrath.”

      Oh, thank God.

      “Albert, I didn’t know you were on door duty.”

      “We’re not taking any chances, ma’am.” He smiled. “You look pretty.”

      I twisted slightly at my hips so the skirt would move. “You say that to all the brides.”

      He turned away and back. “Miss Woodson is on her way. I’ll be out here in the hallway until you’re ready.”

      My pulse increased as I tugged my freshly painted lip between my teeth. “Are they ready downstairs?”

      Vicki came in past Albert. She was beautiful in my dress. I was a little jealous she filled it out better than I. Then again, this corset-like bodice in this wedding dress pushed me in and out in all the right places.

      “Yes, ma’am. The judge is here. The guests. All they need is a bride.” He nodded at Vicki. “And a maid of honor.”

      “That’s us,” Vicki said with a large smile as she held up a penny.

      “If you want to buy the dress, you can have it.”

      “No.” She knelt on the floor at my feet. “Give me your shoe.”

      I wobbled as I wiggled my foot out of one shoe and watched as Vicki dropped the penny into it.

      “Now,” she said, holding the shoe in place as I reinserted my foot. From her crouched-down position, she looked up at me. “There, Jules. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue, and a penny in your shoe.” She stood, her smile glowing. “Nothing will stop this wedding.”

      There was no great hall or two-hundred-year-old church. I wasn’t about to face a guestlist of hundreds, and yet my skin tingled, my pulse raced, and my palms perspired. “I don’t know why I’m nervous.”

      “You’re not nervous. You’re excited. This is right. You know it.”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      The door opened and Albert appeared with a fresh bouquet in his hands consisting of hydrangeas, lamb’s ear, and curly willow. The stems were secured in ivory ribbon. “These are from downstairs. Mrs. Curry got it from the florist.”

      Margaret.

      Vicki grinned. “You found more than a hot guy. You found a home. These people are…”

      I looked down at the bouquet and back to Vicki. “The best. Being around them feels the way family is supposed to be.”

      “You know, I hate that you’re going to live seven hours away from Chicago.” Her eyes shone. “But at least I know you’re happy and not alone.”

      “I can still visit Chicago.”

      “You better, and I’m coming back up here when the snow melts.” She offered her hand. “Are you ready to be Mrs. Sherman?”

      Placing my palm in hers, I smiled. “Thank you for being here, for not giving up.”

      “I’m glad I won’t miss watching my best friend’s dream come true.”

      Inhaling, I looked up at Albert. “I’m ready.”

      “I’ll let them know,” Albert said, leaving the door to our suite open.

      As Vicki and I stepped into the hallway, the wedding march played below. It wasn’t until we were on the landing that I realized the music wasn’t piped. The song I recognized was coming from the grand piano.

      Who is playing?

      My breathing stuttered when I looked over the banister and saw the man sitting on the piano bench. A lump formed in my throat. “Oh, Van’s playing the piano.” My eyes moistened. “In front of everyone.”

      “Damn,” Vicki whispered, “is there anything this guy can’t do?”

      Grinning, I shook my head. “I haven’t found it yet.”

      “I love you,” Vicki said as she proceeded down the staircase.

      “Love you,” I whispered.

      My attention turned to Van. His dark hair moved as his wide shoulders swayed. His long fingers, the ones that were capable of bringing me ecstasy, danced effortlessly over the keys.  There was no sheet music before him as the notes came naturally. It wasn’t until Vicki stepped on the foyer floor that the guests turned my way. They weren’t the only voyeurs. The man filling the house with music was staring up, his green focus lasered on me as the music continued.

      I wasn’t seeing the other guests’ eyes. I only saw the mesmerizing emerald of the man who had found me—the man who captured my heart, body, and soul.

      I’d given Van my body before I even knew his last name, and in return, he’d given me a life I could never have imagined.

      The music continued until I made it to the foyer.

      As if some magical handoff, Van stood, and a softer tune came from the sound system.

      Van came my way. “You’re absolutely stunning. The most beautiful bride.”

      “Thank you.”

      Offering me his arm, he asked, “Will you join us?”

      “You played the piano. In front of all these people.”

      It didn’t matter that other people were watching.

      Van and I were in our snow globe.

      “I did,” he said. “It was for you. You asked me to play.”

      “But you didn’t…only once and it was sad.”

      “I’m no longer sad.”

      A tear escaped and cascaded down my cheek as I smiled. With the bouquet in my left hand and my right hand on Van’s arm, together we walked to where the judge, Vicki, and Lena stood.

      The other guests were standing.

      Although I didn’t know Lena well, having both of our friends with us felt right.

      After the judge said a few words, he asked if we had vows to share.

      I handed Vicki my bouquet and turned to Van. Our hands came together as we stared into one another’s eyes. There could have been hundreds of people or no one, no one except the two of us. It didn’t matter as Van’s deep timbre came forth, ricocheting through me as love and desire shone in his gaze.

      “Julia, it is impossible to put into words what you’ve done to me. You’ve brought light and love into this house…and to me. You’ve torn down walls and exposed me to all that I’d sacrificed. You’ve shown me that more, bigger, and better exists in the unsatisfied. In you I found…” He smiled. “Satisfaction doesn’t begin to define what I found—contentment, joy, love. On that cold, frozen night, I found the only woman in the world to thaw my frozen heart. I want to spend my forever with you. And I want to make you proud of the man you married. Most of all, I want to grow old” —he paused and grinned— “older with you at my side.”

      “Julia,” Judge Nichols said.

      “I didn’t plan for this,” I admitted. “I was scared.”

      Van squeezed my hands in his grasp.

      As he did, I became lost in the golden flecks reflecting the fire’s flames. “I’m not scared anymore. I’m not. On that cold, snowy night, you opened my world. With you I broke free of others’ expectations. In the weeks that followed, you showed me what love truly was—what the word meant. In your expressions, your gaze, and your touch you tell me every day that I’m loved and desired. You also listen and talk. You’ve shared your secrets, and that is a gift I’ll always treasure. I want to spend my forever with you. I want to shelter with you when it rains and bask in the warmth on sunny days. Donovan Sherman, I am proud of the man you are. That man is who I want to marry. I want to be your wife.”

      We leaned toward one another as our lips met.

      “Oh, you’re jumping ahead,” Judge Nichols said as the guests softly laughed.

      The next few minutes were filled with the giving and taking of rings. It was the judge’s final words that will echo in my memory forever. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. Now” —he emphasized the word— “you may kiss your bride.”

      Van’s palm framed my cheek as our lips united.

      When my eyes opened, I smiled at my husband. “We really did it.”

      “Indeed,” the judge said. “May I be the first to introduce Mr. and Mrs. Donovan Sherman.”

      Winking at Van, I whispered, “We can let it pass this one time.”

      Van and I turned to the guests.

      “You did it,” Vicki proclaimed.

      Music filled the air as everyone softly clapped. Standing next to Margaret was a young man, tall and lanky—her and Jonathon’s son, Bradley. He wasn’t the only person in the room that I didn’t recognize. I’d met Connie on her multiple trips to the house, bringing Van things from town. The man at her side was, I assumed, her husband, Eric.

      “If the five of us,” Judge Nichols said, “could adjourn to Mr. Sherman’s office and sign the marriage certificate, we can make this marriage not only official but legal.”

      A hand came to my shoulder. Turning, I saw Lena’s smile.

      “Congratulations, Julia. You do have a good man.”

      I looked at Van and back to his friend. “Thank you.”

      Van held tight to my hand as we led the way to his office. The license and certificate were on Van’s desk.

      “Sign your maiden name,” the judge instructed.

      My hand trembled as I wrote Julia Ann McGrath.

      Handing the pen to Van, he grinned. “That’s the last time.” He signed Donovan Thomas Sherman.

      “You kept Thomas?” I said as a question.

      Van nodded. “It’s a secret.”

      Lena’s gaze met mine. “I didn’t know that either.”

      “You’re all sworn to secrecy,” Van said.

      Vicki and Lena signed the certificate as witnesses and finally Judge Nichols signed, the final signature to verify our marriage.

      “No one can stop this now?” I didn’t mean it as a question.

      “Mrs. Sherman,” the judge said, “I’m afraid you can’t change your mind without legal action.”

      Van’s arm came around my waist as I turned to him. “I’m not changing my mind.”

      “I believe Mrs. Mayhand has a meal planned,” Van said to everyone.

      As the others left his office, I reached for Van’s left hand. I spun the platinum band on his fourth finger. “I’m glad you wanted a ring too.”

      “Oh, beautiful, I want the whole world to know that I found the love of my life.”

      “Finders keepers,” I said, repeating something he’d said more than once.

      My heart was full as we walked toward the sounds of happy guests and the rich aroma of delicious food.
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      Pulling out one of the heavy ornate chairs surrounding the formal dining table, I took the seat beside Julia. As guests talked with one another and enjoyed Mrs. Mayhand’s meal, I whispered to my bride. “Do you know that this is a first for me?”

      Her smile brightened my world. “Getting married?”

      “Yes, but I was thinking specifically about sitting in this dining room for a meal.”

      “In all the years you’ve lived here, you’ve never eaten in the dining room?”

      I leaned closer, my whisper going an octave lower as I purposely sent warm breath to her slender neck. “I’ve eaten, but my meal wasn’t food, and I wasn’t sitting in a chair.”

      Pink filled Julia’s cheeks in the sexiest of ways.

      “I do recall.”

      “Good, or I may need to remind you.”

      The blush on her cheeks morphed from pink to apple red as she tipped her forehead to my shoulder. When she looked up, her blue orbs glowed. “You’re doing that thing with your voice.”

      “What thing?”

      Beneath the table her fingers splayed over my thigh as they moved higher.

      Reaching for her hand, I brought her knuckles to my lips. “Careful.”

      “I told you. I like fire.”

      “When we’re alone, there will be a forest fire.”

      Smiling, Julia turned to Vicki at her other side. Lena was to mine. Connie, Eric, and Judge Nichols sat across from us. Margaret, Jonathon, Bradley, and Mrs. Mayhand filled the other seats.

      Although it did seem as though Margaret and her mother were up more than they were seated. Michael and Albert were also present, eating in the kitchen, despite Julia’s multiple invitations to join us at the table.

      As I listened to everyone talk and watched them, I had a revelation.

      Fuck the rest of the world.

      A year or two earlier I’d come across a news piece about my rise to power. The asshole reporter never contacted me for my perspective—not that I would have given it. The article was a hatchet job from the first word to the last. I let that piece stew within me, the inaccuracies eating away at me, and coming to my consciousness when I’d least expect—waking at night or triggered by one word during a meeting. It was at that time when I decided to have my memoir written.

      A memoir I could control.

      Over the next year, I gathered information, both physical and digital. I compiled the pieces to what I believed could be a more accurate representation of my climb to wealth and power. I wanted the world to know that I would continue my pursuit of more, bigger, and better. That quest and that quest alone was why Donovan Sherman was a success. That drive grew within a young man and served as catalyst as he aged.

      Despite my self-proclaimed confidence, I now saw that I wanted what I hadn’t gotten from those closest to me, or those who were supposed to be close to me. I wanted more than a memoir. I longed for the acknowledgment that I had made it.

      It.

      A word by itself that has no meaning.

      Sitting here, smiling, talking, eating, and drinking, my revelation was that the green envy Lena and I shared decades ago didn’t truly leave me until this moment. I had riches and land, businesses, and lives that depended upon me for their livelihoods. I could buy and sell, make dreams come true or be someone’s worst nightmare.

      Yet I still envied.

      That envy was the reason for the question that ate at me whenever my face would grace a magazine cover or my name was associated with success. It was the did Madison see this? that even subconsciously existed.

      Until now.

      Julia showed me not only what I was missing, but what I truly hadn’t acknowledged was present—the guests around this table. While my life had a void that Julia now filled, I hadn’t been alone. Family wasn’t about the blood circulating through our veins. Family was this—people who would come back for a second-try wedding, those who stepped in and did their due diligence when Julia and I couldn’t, even creating the perfect wedding.

      I’d go to battle for the amazing woman at my side. I had the skills. I wasn’t a knight on a white horse, but a black knight who—as Lena had said—clawed my way to the top, leaving carnage in my wake. Yet it wasn’t the companies, riches, or defeat of old adversaries that changed me. It was unconditional love. I would spend the rest of my life offering Julia the same.

      As for that memoir—fuck the world.

      It would never be written.

      The world’s opinion didn’t define Donovan Sherman.

      Lena’s hand came to my arm, pulling me back to the present. “Thank you for letting me share this.”

      “We’ve shared a lot of lows. It’s time we both find more highs.”

      “I’m going to head into Ashland soon. You and Julia should enjoy some time alone.”

      “You don’t have to leave,” I said.

      “What do you give a man who has everything?” Lena asked. Before I could answer, she replied, “The time and space he deserves.”

      “You said that you’re headed to Madison” —the city, not person— “Monday?”

      “I’ll leave tomorrow to get settled there. I want to be ready for the advocate and be prepared for the legal team I’ve convened. If it’s okay with you and Julia, I’d like to come by tomorrow morning. There are still a few things to discuss.”

      “With Sherman and Madison?”

      “Mostly, Wade.”

      I took a deep breath. “Don’t fuck up my wedding day. Tell me the truth, should Julia call her parents tonight?”

      Lena’s lips quirked. “I wouldn’t call my parents on my wedding day.” She shrugged. “Even if I could. Of course, I don’t have parents and have never been married.”

      I looked into her soft brown eyes.

      “She should wait,” Lena said. “Nothing will change in one day. Let today be about the two of you.”

      “We have a wedding cake,” Mrs. Mayhand announced, quieting everyone’s discussions. “Mr. Sherman and Julia, if you could come to the kitchen and everyone follow.”

      I turned to Julia.

      “Did you plan all of this?” she asked.

      “No, I’m as blindsided as you are.”

      Her smile beamed. “I love them.”

      Standing, I pulled out Julia’s chair and offered her my hand. Placing her petite palm in mine, I let my gaze travel up to her smile. “Mrs. Sherman…”

      “Mr. Sherman.”

      Sitting on the breakfast bar upon a pedestal, surrounded by fresh greenery, and decorated with flowers was a two-tier wedding cake. Mrs. Mayhand handed me a pearl handled knife and server.

      I’d spoken in boardrooms and fired everyone in the room. I’d given speeches in front of thousands in convention halls. Never had I been as conscious of eyes upon me as I was at this moment.

      Julia stood at my side as I made a small slice into the lower layer, lifted it, and placed it on one of the plates.

      “This reminds me of Christmas,” Julia whispered.

      A smile broke across my face. “My tie is satin.”

      Her stare glistened. “We can save that for tonight.”

      Cutting a small corner of the cake, I lifted it with my fingers as Julia’s lips parted. Placing the cake upon her tongue, Julia’s lips closed, and her eyes opened wide as she caught my fingers and sucked.

      Something close to a growl resonated in my throat. “I’ll take you upstairs right now.”

      Instead of answering, Julia reached for another small bite of cake from the plate and lifted it to my lips. Reaching for her wrist, I held her hand close so as to return the favor and be completely certain that her fingers were cake-free.

      The room erupted in applause.

      “Please come take some cake. It’s from Mr. Sherman’s favorite bakery in Bayfield,” Mrs. Mayhand said. “And Jonathon has more wine.”

      As Julia began speaking with Margaret’s son, I noticed Michael and Albert near the French doors to the breezeway. Allowing others access to sugary delights, I stepped away from the cake and made my way toward them. There was something in their expressions that ignited my concerns, the ones that while subdued, never disappeared. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes,” Michael answered. “I’m going to go out to the gate. The guests will be leaving soon. Albert is going to go to the guesthouse and monitor the cameras and sensors.”

      “Is there a threat?”

      “No, sir. We’re doing our part to keep this day a celebration for you and Mrs. Sherman.”

      Mrs. Sherman.

      “Thank you. And thank you for being part of the celebration.”
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      Beyond the large windows, night had fallen. At the top of the staircase, I turned back, looking down at the large living room. With the lights off, fire extinguished, and guests gone, a calm had settled over the entire house.

      Van reached for my hand, tugging me toward our suite. “Come on, beautiful. We have more celebrating to do.”

      My attention went down the third hallway. “I wish Vicki would have been able to stay another night.”

      “You’re the one who keeps talking about her classes.”

      “At least she won’t need to return for another wedding.”

      “No, Mrs. Sherman, she will not.”

      “I like the way that sounds.” I leaned against Van’s side as his arm wrapped around me. The warmth of his body lulled me closer as the familiar scent of his cologne filled my senses.

      Van opened the door to our suite.

      Taking a step away from him, I walked inside. Within the hearth a fire burned, and tables throughout the front living room held bouquets of roses. Next to the sofa near the fire was a silver bucket with ice and champagne. I lifted the bottle, inspecting the foil covered cork.

      “No tampering,” Van said, taking the bottle from my grasp and placing it back in the bucket. His eyes shimmered as he came close and reached for my waist. “You are absolutely stunning, Julia. It was thoughtful of Mrs. Mayhand to bring this dress.”

      He released my waist and took my hand, encouraging me to spin. The skirt floated out as I pirouetted. When I stopped, I was back in his grasp.

      “I believe it’s time to undress my wedding gift.”

      Moving closer, my palms went to his chest. “My wedding gift…Van, it was beautiful. Hearing you play.” I pushed myself against him. “It means more than anything you could buy.”

      His thumb caressed my cheek as I lifted my chin, peering up. “There was a time when I loved to play.” He inhaled as if he was seeing what I couldn’t. “An older woman in our neighborhood taught me to play piano. She encouraged me, telling me I had talent—a gift. No one had said that to me before. I worked odd jobs to make enough money to buy a cheap keyboard. I wanted that keyboard more than anything ever in my preteen years.” His expression tensed. “Our house wasn’t big. My father didn’t want noise. It interrupted his constant television viewing. He threatened to throw away the keyboard.”

      My heart clenched in my chest. Yet I didn’t want to speak and stop Van’s story.

      Van’s chest filled with air. “I bought headphones. I could play that keyboard and no one else could hear. I could play for hours and get lost in the music. Soon I figured out that all I needed to do was hear a song and my fingers would move.”

      “I’d love to hear you play more.”

      Van smiled. “First I want to hear you.”

      “I don’t play well. Years of lessons can’t come close to someone with a gift.”

      “I don’t want to hear you play the piano, Julia. I want to listen to your sexy noises as your body reaches new heights and detonates more spectacularly than fireworks lighting up the sky. The noises you make are better than a hundred-piece orchestra.”

      “What happened to your keyboard?”

      His eyes closed and his nostrils flared as he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. What we have downstairs is bigger, better, and more. I found that gem and knew it had to be mine.” His gaze came to mine. “Nothing three million can’t buy.”

      “Three million?”

      “And I’m satisfied.”

      Satisfied.

      That one word filled me with peace.

      With fire burning in his touch, Van helped me remove the lace shrug and gently pulled the veil from my hair. Spinning so my back was to Van, I said, “Margaret said you’d hate the buttons.”

      His touch traced down my spine. “There isn’t a hidden zipper?”

      Craning my neck over my shoulder, I smiled at him. “No. One by one.”

      His lips came to my neck. One button. “If this wasn’t Mrs. Mayhand’s dress, I would fucking rip it open.”

      “Anticipation.”

      Kisses and nips to my collarbone sent goose bumps over my skin. Another button. His kisses progressed lower as the buttons came undone. As the tedious process continued, I joined Van in his dislike for the buttons. The anticipation wasn’t only for him. It was for me too. I shuffled my feet as my core twisted and my panties dampened.

      With his mission complete, the dress fell from my body, creating an ivory puddle at my shoes. Taking Van’s hand, I stepped from the center of the material wearing lace panties and pumps.

      “I’m astonished that you’re really mine.”

      “And you’re mine.” I reached for his suit coat and pushed it from his wide shoulders. Once the coat was on the floor, I began to undo his necktie. Simply running the material through my hands made my nipples harden. I pulled the ivory tie from his neck and wrapped it around mine like a scarf, letting one end hang between my breasts. “I’m saving this for later.”

      It was my turn to begin the unbuttoning process until Van’s starched shirt was open, revealing his toned torso. Leaning forward, I gently kissed the bandage. Next, I reached for his cuffs, easing the diamond-and-onyx cuff links from their holes.

      At last, I knelt and reached for the belt buckle. Looking up at Van through my veiled lashes, I basked within his adoring gaze. With the flames as a backdrop, his orbs were also ablaze. Fidgeting with my growing need, I released the buckle, button, and zipper. As his pants fell to his ankles, my fingers teased the waistband of his silk boxers.

      Van dropped to his knees, bringing his face even with mine and palming my cheeks. “You are my wife.”

      I nodded.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous on your knees, Julia. As Mrs. Sherman you bow for no one.” His finger lifted my chin. “No one. That includes your parents.”

      I still hadn’t called them. I didn’t want the conversation to ruin my wedding day.

      Van went on, “That doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy you on your knees. I’ll never turn down the offer. I just want you to know that while you never need to bow, I will—but only to you.”

      The weight of his words filled me.

      I am Mrs. Julia Sherman.

      My thoughts remained in the present as, standing, Van offered me his hand.

      I stood.

      After kicking off his shoes and peeling away his socks, with my hand in his, he led me down the hallway toward our bedroom. As it had been in the front room, the fireplace in this room was also filled with flames. And more bouquets of roses occupied the tables. With the light of the flames, I saw that our bed had been turned down.

      My desire was obvious by my nipples and damp core. I wasn’t alone. Van’s boxers did little to hide his erection.

      “I want my gift,” Van said, his deep tenor twisting my core, “naked and on the bed.”

      “If I disobey” —I grinned— “will you spank me?”

      “Oh, beautiful.” He pulled the satin tie from my shoulders. “First things first.” His fingers came to the waistband of my lace panties and tugged them down. As I stepped out of the panties and my shoes, the penny fell to the carpeting.

      Crouching on his haunches, Van lifted the penny and grinned up at me.

      “A penny in my shoe,” I said. “It’s supposed to be good luck.”

      “And you walked around on it all day?”

      I nodded.

      On his hands and knees, he stalked toward me, directing me backward until my ass hit the edge of our bed.

      His back straightened as he sat on his knees. “Are you wet?”

      My heart thumped against my breastbone as I looked into his gaze. With only a change in his tone, he could make my body react. This was the man I’d spend the rest of my life with.

      How could I not?

      We had red sin.

      I nodded. “Always for you.”

      “Up on the bed or I’m lifting you.”

      With my hands at my side, I jumped, my ass landing on the edge. Van had not yet stood. Instead, he scooted closer as one by one, he lifted my legs to his wide shoulders.

      Before I could appreciate the sight of Donovan Sherman on his knees, I called out as his tongue delved inside me. I couldn’t comprehend everything he was doing. Every nerve within me was electrified. Synapse after synapse crackled through my circulation.

      The man who could make a three-million-dollar piano sing with magical fingers was at work. A master pianist, his fingers and mouth played me as if I too were a hand-crafted instrument.

      My moans and whimpers competed against the deep-timbered curses and praises and the crackle of the fire. By the time Van joined me on the bed, my limbs were weak as a ragdoll.

      “That was…” I said as his lips captured mine. His tongue danced with mine and his fingers twisted and tugged at my nipples. The energy I thought was lost came back with vigor as Van molded me to his liking and we came together.

      Two pieces of a puzzle to be forever linked.
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      I poured Van a cup of coffee before pouring my own. He was sitting at the breakfast bar, watching my every move.

      “You’re making me self-conscious,” I said, placing his coffee on the counter in front of him.

      “I was just thinking about the first time we had coffee.”

      Stirring cream into my cup, I faced my husband and grinned. “In the cabin.”

      He nodded. “I remember what you were wearing.”

      My cheeks rose. “Your shirt.”

      “There’s a whole closet of shirts upstairs.”

      I stood straight and looked at my denim leggings and soft long blue sweater. The sweater hung to my mid-thigh with large loops of yarn, allowing the camisole beneath to be seen. When my gaze went back to Van, he was still grinning. “I’m not changing my clothes. I’m not talking with Lena wearing one of your shirts.” I let my smile dim. “What is she going to say?”

      “I don’t know. I should know. Not investigating is on me. You see, I was busy yesterday with this thing.”

      “Thing?”

      “Yes, you may have heard of it. It’s called a wedding.”

      “Your first.”

      He nodded. “My first.”

      “I understand why you like firsts. I like them too.”

      I pulled a container of fruit from the refrigerator before slipping two English muffins in the toaster.

      “You don’t have to feed me, beautiful. You didn’t marry someone who’s incapable of taking care of himself.”

      Pushing the button on the toaster, I turned back to Van. “Don’t worry. There will be no grand culinary productions. The thing is, I am married, and I like taking care of you too.”

      Getting out of his seat, Van came my way. In two steps, he had me pinned against the counter, his hips against mine and his arms on each side. “As long as I can take care of you too.”

      I nodded before his lips met mine.

      The English muffins weren’t the only things heating up in this kitchen.

      The buzz of Van’s phone interrupted our kiss.

      With a sexy smirk, Van took a step back and pulled the phone from the pocket of his blue jeans. He looked at the screen and back to me.

      “Lena?”

      He nodded. “She just passed the gate.”

      “When she gets here, ask her if she wants breakfast. I’d rather sit out here in the kitchen than your office.”

      “I didn’t realize you were joining this conversation.”

      My fist went to my hip. “I’m Mrs. Sherman. I’m joining this conversation.”

      Van’s lips curled. “Yes, you are.”

      As Van went to the front door, I poured the fruit from the plastic container into a bowl, set three plates, and grabbed a third coffee mug. Admittedly, I was using the serious decision of whether to use the store container versus a glass dish to distract me from what I was about to learn.

      “Good morning,” Lena said as she entered the kitchen. Her perfume was subtle, and her business-casual clothes and makeup were top-notch. Placing her lovely large purse on a chair at the table, she came to the breakfast bar.

      “Good morning. Are you checked out of your room?” I asked.

      For the next few minutes, we occupied ourselves with the mundane. We spoke about the attributes of cream in coffee, the price of fresh fruit—yes, sitting with two billionaires even I found the irony in that—and of course, yesterday’s wedding and the delicious meal Paula provided.

      I wasn’t sure I would’ve believed that I could enjoy Madison’s sister as much as I did. Perhaps it was Lena’s blatant honesty, from a sexual history with Van to her desire to help the woman who tried to hurt us, that endeared her to me. Or maybe it was her acceptance of me and her love for my husband.

      Watching as Lena chatted and drank her coffee, I realized I admired Lena Montgomery in a way that was similar to my admiration for my husband. They’d both worked to accomplish their goals. Thinking about their achievements in what was considered a male-dominated world, Lena probably worked even harder for her success. Through it all, she had Van. That was the man he was, and I wasn’t jealous. If I were to have success with Wade or any other endeavor, I could learn from them both.

      Lena sat tall and looked my direction. “Now that the stocks in Wade Pharmaceutical are yours, what do you plan to do?”

      “When they are, I want to learn.” I smiled at Van. “I want to learn everything I can about Wade’s fiscal forecast and importantly, how it got to this state.”

      Lena nodded. “Did Van tell you what transpired over the last week?”

      “Yes. You own what was Aphrodite’s, you bought ten percent from Van, and you have a deal for Aphrodite to purchase the Butlers’ stocks.”

      “It is done, as of yesterday. Marlin Butler sold all twenty-five percent of his stock. The Butlers are out of Wade.”

      My lips came together.

      “Are you thinking about Skylar?” Lena asked.

      “I am. His income was from Wade.”

      “There’s no reason for that to end. As long as the company survives, his employment shouldn’t be in jeopardy.”

      I sat back. “That’s true.” I turned to Van. “What about Marlin? He was an executive.” I recalled what my mother said. “Mom said that she worked with the scientific aspects—the go-between to the executive personnel. She said Dad and Marlin handled the business side.”

      “Marlin Butler,” Lena said, “offered his resignation as vice president of operations prior to the sale.”

      “Vicki said there was a blowup between the Butlers and my parents.”

      “Julia hasn’t called the McGraths yet,” Van volunteered.

      I turned to Lena. “You asked what I will do with the stocks. They’re frozen due to the injunction. I can’t do anything with them, can I?”

      “We can petition the court,” Van said. “Under the conditions of Herman Wade’s will, they should now belong to you.”

      “If we’d married earlier…”

      “I’m going to lay this on the line,” Lena said. “Wade is in trouble. I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you. The next balloon payment is due in a month. The executive board will need to decide if making that payment is wise.”

      The English muffin I’d eaten churned in my stomach. “A month.” I looked to Van. “We’ve already wasted thirty days.”

      “They weren’t wasted,” he replied.

      “I agree,” Lena said. “Remember, this is me being honest.”

      I nodded.

      “I shared Van’s goal of ousting the Butlers. With the SEC breathing down Marlin’s neck, this is working out well—better than we could have hoped. The Butlers are out. One of our goals accomplished. And yes” —she added— “Skylar’s employment is up to him and the executive board at this juncture.”

      “Without the Butlers, the board consists of my parents.”

      “For now,” Van said. “That needs to change immediately.”

      “Currently, the shareholders are you” —I nodded toward Lena— “and you” —I looked at Van— “GreenSphere and the McGraths, my parents or me. Those shareholders need to vote and determine the new board.”

      Lena nodded. “In the next forty-eight hours I will purchase the Butler stock from Aphrodite. Once I do, I’ll have a large percentage of Wade.” She laid her hand on the breakfast bar. Her manicured nails and expensive rings glistened under the kitchen lights. “Julia, I do not want to see Wade fail.”

      I let out a breath.

      “That doesn’t mean it won’t.”

      I nodded.

      “By Wednesday, it will be public that I, Lena Montgomery, own the largest majority of Wade Pharmaceutical stock. Unless you are successful in getting your thirty-nine percent, as the majority stockholder, I will call for an emergency election for Thursday to repopulate the executive board. Personally, I would prefer to be in a consulting role.”

      “You don’t want to be the chairman?”

      “No, Julia. You would have my vote for that position.”

      “If I don’t have my stock—”

      Van interrupted. “As of yesterday afternoon, you, Mrs. Sherman, have sixteen percent. It isn’t a majority, but all that is required to hold a seat on the board is to be a stockholder.”

      I sat straighter as the realization sank in. “I’m a stockholder.”

      Lena got up from her seat and went to her big purse. After retrieving a large envelope, she brought it our way with a grin. Laying it on the counter, she said, “I just need a signature and after Thursday’s meeting, you’ll be back to twenty-six.”

      Van narrowed his gaze. “I hear the value of this stock has decreased since I sold. I’m assuming that I was able to buy the ten percent back at a discounted price.”

      Lena laughed. “You know what they say about assuming.”

      Van opened the envelope and pulled out a small stack of papers. As he flipped through the pages, I couldn’t read the words from where I sat. When he looked up, he shook his head. “I’ll sign.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      “Exactly what I paid,” Lena said. “No harm, no foul. Now it’s up to all of us to right this sinking ship or at least secure the treasure before it goes all the way down.”

      Van turned my way. “Did I tell you about Biogen?”

      “No.” I thought a moment. “Doesn’t Biogen make Aduhelm, the only FDA-approved Alzheimer drug?”

      Van nodded.

      Lena spoke, “Biogen wants to buy Wade. That’s why my people believe the SPAC GreenSphere got involved.”

      “Why would Biogen want Wade. Our drug is different.”

      “They want to stop Wade’s research where it is.”

      “But it could help people,” I said. The realization hit me. “They don’t care.” I met Lena’s and Van’s gazes. “Biogen wants to shut down the research because it would be competition.” Wasn’t that what both of the people looking at me had done in their careers? They shut down companies for profit. “Biogen is willing to pay Wade to stop research?”

      “No,” Lena said, “they want to buy Wade and shut it down.”

      My eyes opened wide. “Could Wade make a deal for the research?”

      Van looked at Lena. “Fuck, it’s worth a try. No one knows about Wade’s research, not publicly. If Biogen is willing to pay enough…”

      Lena nodded. “Well, fuck. Look at you, Julia. I’ll admit that I’m not usually on the good guy’s team, but yeah, this might work.”
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      My steps were making a track in the rug in Van’s office as I paced from one side of the room to the other. It had been three days since Lena and Van agreed that my plan had merit. The emergency meeting of Wade Pharmaceutical stockholders was called by Lena Montgomery for tomorrow. Until then our stock percentage was still at sixteen, but nevertheless, we were stockholders.

      I’d spoken to my parents Sunday afternoon. As Van spoke on the phone with an old friend, my thoughts went back to the call with both parents. Staring blindly out the window at the tall trees, I replayed the conversation in my head.

      “Why haven’t you returned our calls?” Mom asked.

      “There has been a lot going on.” I didn’t wait for either of them to respond. “Van and I are married.”

      “Julia.” The way Mom said my name was confirmation enough of why I hadn’t called earlier.

      “I love him. He loves me. I can’t imagine marrying anyone else.”

      “You two are really married?” Dad asked.

      “Do you have proof?” Mom asked.

      “Beyond my word?” I took a breath. “Yes, Dad, we are. I’m sorry we married without the two of you, but I didn’t feel as though I had an option.”

      “Donovan wouldn’t allow it?” Mom asked.

      Gritting my teeth, I gripped the phone tighter. “No. The decision was mine.” My hand trembled with emotion, yet I kept my voice strong. “I want to have the two of you in my life. Van’s not making me choose him over you. I’m the one who is asking for a choice.”

      “Little girl?”

      I closed my eyes, imagining my father was in front of me. It was difficult to not cry. “It’s your choice, Mom and Dad. Accept that Van is my husband, and that I am a part of Wade Pharmaceutical—a real part—or decide not to be a part of our lives, and I will still fight for my part of Wade. I know what I hope you’ll decide.”

      “You’re our daughter,” Dad said.

      “You are giving us an ultimatum?” Mom asked.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “You are always our first choice, Julia,” Dad said.

      I let out a breath. “What has happened regarding Grandpa Herman’s will?”

      “We’d…” Dad began. “Your mother and I can be up to Ashland tomorrow. Things have gotten…” He paused. “You deserve to hear the truth in person. You and Donovan.”

      The truth.

      Instead of agreeing, I said, “We’re coming to Chicago on Thursday. If you want to tell me in person, you can tell me then.”

      “Thursday?” Mom asked.

      “You’ll know more by then. Since the Butlers sold their stock, the current stockholders are demanding an emergency election to fill the executive board.”

      “You know about the Butlers?” Dad asked.

      “Julia Ann, our stockholdings are frozen,” Mom said. “They can’t be passed to you until this mess ends. Until that time, they remain in our care. By the bylaws, only stockholders can be a part of the board.”

      “I co-own Wade Pharmaceutical stock, Mom. Van and I are married. What was his is now half mine.” I remembered what Van told me on our wedding night about bowing. Squaring my shoulders, I evened my voice. “I’m Mrs. Julia Sherman. I am eligible for the executive board.”

      “Julia.”

      I shook my head at the sound of my name. Turning away from the window, I looked at Van. “What did he say?”

      Exhaling, Van sat back against his tall leather chair. “Lennox said he and his wife would like to have dinner with us the next time we are in New York.”

      Not what I was asking about but okay.

      “Really? Do you go to New York often?”

      “I told him I’d let him know the next time we have plans.”

      “What about Wade?” I asked.

      “He said he’d see what he could do. Demetri Enterprises is diverse in its investments. As Jeremy told us on the phone last night, Lennox and his wife have invested in Biogen. Lennox is familiar with a few of the members of the executive board. Biogen is a publicly traded company based out of Massachusetts, not far from the Demetri Enterprises American headquarters.”

      American.

      Did that mean Demetri was international?

      My knees bounced as I wrapped my arms around my midsection. “This is good, right?”

      Van pushed his chair away from the desk and grinned his sexy smile. “Yes, beautiful, it is good. Lennox didn’t make any promises but having someone who can make headway on the inside, someone like him, is invaluable.”

      “He thinks that Biogen will consider purchasing Wade’s research?”

      “He’s going to make some calls. I told him what we talked about with Lena.”

      “The SEC?”

      Van nodded. “If we can make this deal, Wade will officially state that no violations happened.”

      “I don’t understand. Isn’t the SEC the only one who can make that decision?”

      “Technically, but if the two entities play nice, it will help Biogen.”

      “And Logan, Lena said.”

      Van grinned. “If Lena is willing to make this concession for Wade, I would surmise that she has other plans involving Logan Butler. It won’t be today or tomorrow, but Logan will go down.”

      I sighed, letting it all sink in. “Lennox said the possibility of an arrangement is under consideration.”

      Letting my arms drop I resumed my pacing as my mind swirled with the possibilities. “If Biogen pays enough, it could relieve Wade’s debt.” My volume rose. “Oh, Van, maybe it could cover it all, put Wade back into the black. Pay you back.”

      Reaching out, his fingers surrounded my wrist as he tugged me to his lap.

      Landing on his thighs, I collapsed against his wide chest. My fingers went to the front of his soft thermal shirt. “When you go back to the office, will I get to see you in suits again?”

      His lips curled. “Do you like the suits?”

      Lifting my shoulder, I shrugged. “I like you in anything and nothing. It’s almost like you’re different people all rolled into one.”

      “I like you in anything too,” he said, his finger tracing the neckline of my top. “But nothing is my favorite.”

      Warmth filled my cheeks. “Are we still going to Chicago?”

      Van nodded. “First thing tomorrow morning. As you know, Lena has called the meeting of stockholders. We are stockholders.”

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “I was just thinking about my conversation with my parents. You and Lena are doing all this networking, and I don’t know what my parents have done or what they want to talk to us in person about—it feels bad. After all these years, why did they get into a fight with the Butlers? Why is the will being contested? Does all of this” —I gestured with my hand— “matter, or is it too late?”

      “At this time, I don’t have the answer to any of those questions. I also know that Lena and I wouldn’t be networking if you hadn’t come up with this idea. It is a good idea, Julia. Don’t sell yourself short, no matter the outcome. You bring a new perspective that is…fresh.”

      Sighing, I laid my head on his hard shoulder as he wrapped his arms around me. “If Wade and Biogen can’t make a deal, I think we need to investigate selling while we have our research as a factor in determining our value.”

      “You’d sell?”

      I looked down at my hands, seeing my wedding and engagement rings. “I don’t want to sell. It’s what my dad has been afraid of forever. But not selling and going deeper into debt with no sign of recovery…” I looked up at Van. “We could lose everything with nothing to show for it.”

      “It’s a risk,” he agreed. “Wade deserves the guidance of a new executive board. Your parents’ knowledge and understanding are valuable.”

      “You think they should stay on the board?”

      “Currently, they own thirty-nine percent.”

      My gaze narrowed. “But after the family stocks transfer to me, they won’t be stockholders.”

      Van’s firm lips formed a straight line. “That’s up to you, too. They only need one percent.”

      “Give them back a share?”

      “It’s enough to keep them involved.”

      Leaning against Van, I gave that idea some thought. Looking back up, I caught his sexy stare. “Will Lena be there tomorrow?

      Van grinned. “She wouldn’t miss it. Let’s start thinking like the CEO of Wade Pharmaceutical. If Wade can work out a deal with Biogen regarding the research, where do you see Wade in five years?”

      I lifted my legs over the arm of the chair, enjoying the warmth and security of Van’s lap and embrace. “I think we need input from the people who do the work, the chemists, logistical partners, everyone. If we sell the Alzheimer’s research, the budget going to that can be redistributed. If it’s sold, we also won’t have to go through the astronomical expense of clinical trials and FDA protocol. We still have the insulin.” I shook my head. “I read an article about the high costs of insulin. I know that the idea is to make money, but there are people who can’t afford their medication. They’re choosing between food and heat or insulin that they need to live. What if Wade can lower our costs on a generic of our own formula?”  I looked up at Van’s expression, taken with the way he was listening to me. “We own the patent. The formula already has approval.”

      “Making consumables less expensive isn’t exactly the typical business model. Producing products inexpensively and charging exorbitant prices is the way it works.”

      “For whom?”

      “Beautiful, the point is to make money.”

      I stood, freeing myself from Van’s embrace. “Just listen. If we sell a higher volume of units at a lower cost?” I remembered something. “In the research I did in Chicago, I remember there being something about coverage—insurance and governmental. Wade needs to be the preferred pharmaceutical provider.”

      “It’s complicated,” Van said. “This is where your parents’ knowledge would be helpful. Big Pharma spends billions if not hundreds of billions to win over providers from insurance companies to the government, all the way down to a local doctor. They spend that money so their drug will be used or approved for coverage.”

      I took a few steps. “Maybe we could see where we can save and move money to lobbying. We could do a full evaluation on the manufacturing. Are we wasting money? Are we up to date? Could we cut costs with modernization?”

      “You’re talking about utilizing machines that replace people’s jobs.”

      Sighing, I went to the window. “Why is this so difficult?”

      Van was up from his chair and coming toward me. “When you’re at the top, every decision has ripple effects. In that position, it’s up to you to make the best choices you can. Sometimes those decisions benefit the bottom line, sometimes the consumer, and sometimes the employees. No matter what, stand by it.”

      I forced a smile. “See. There you go again. You have great advice and knowledge. Maybe I should write your memoir.”

      “No, beautiful. You know where you belong.”
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      With Van’s hand in the small of my back and Albert at our side, we stepped into the elevators leading to the Wade Pharmaceutical’s executive offices. Van looked all GQ in his suit, and I was dressed for success with a blue skirt, matching jacket, and silver silk blouse. I planned to meet my mother on her turf looking as professional as possible.

      According to my watch, it was still before ten in the morning, and the emergency meeting was set for eleven. My parents were our first stop.

      Before we took off in Van’s plane, Van received a call from Lennox Demetri saying that while he couldn’t guarantee the outcome, the members of the Biogen executive board he spoke with would be interested in discussing a deal.

      Lena also called, saying she’d be to Wade before eleven. The ten percent of stock Van sold her was now back to Van—and me. Then she shared that she’d reached out to a friend of hers, the vice president of a hotel chain—Dellinger Hotels based out of New York. According to Van, the Dellinger family carried a lot of influence in New York. Lena’s friend said that she’d make some calls. It was amazing how truly small the world of high finance was when it came down to who knew who.

      It was exactly as Van had told me when I first started looking into his memoir—the one that would never be written.

      Even knowing the risk of failure, I couldn’t help but be energized about the possibility of an agreement with Biogen, one that would allow Wade to remain a sovereign company. There was also a little bit of guilt in the knowledge that we were doing all of this behind my parents’ backs. Then again, they hadn’t been open with me, and I could justify what we were doing as a way to save Wade.

      The elevator opened to the forty-seventh floor. The large entry was pristine and modern with high ceilings and minimal clutter. For a moment, I stopped and let the word above the receptionist’s desk sink in—Wade. The name was written in block lettering, much like my great-grandfather’s original brand.

      “May I…” The receptionist smiled. “Ms. McGrath.”

      “It’s Sherman now. My husband and I are here to see my parents. They’re expecting us.”

      “Yes, of course,” she said, lifting the receiver on a phone. “Go on back. I’ll call Janie and let her know you’re coming.”

      “Thank you.”

      Van reached for my hand as we walked down the corridor toward my parents’ offices. “You can do this.”

      I spoke in a low volume. “I remembered something you told me the last time we came here.”

      “Was it that I couldn’t wait to get you to the hotel?”

      There was no hotel this time. As soon as we left these offices, Van and I were headed back to Ashland.

      My lips curled. “What you said was that when it comes to dollars and cents, no one gives a shit about flowery words. This—today. It’s about dollars and cents.”

      “And hopefully learning more about the issue with your grandfather’s will.”

      I nodded and took a breath as we entered the office space shared by Janie and Kathy, the latter my mother’s assistant. Janie was the first to get up and come toward us.

      “May I give you a congratulations hug?” she asked, looking at me.

      “Yes.” Her arms encircled me for only a moment. “Thank you.”

      “I’m happy for you, Julia. And for you too,” she said, looking at Van, “Mr. Sherman.”

      We both nodded. “My parents?”

      Janie took a deep breath. “They’re in your mother’s office.”

      “Mom’s? Okay.”

      “Follow me.”

      Van and I walked a step behind Janie to my mother’s door. The nameplate at the side read: Anastasia Wade McGrath, President. My father’s nameplate had the exact same title. After Janie knocked, she opened the door, and gestured for us to enter.

      My parents were both standing near the oblong conference table. Dad was the first one to speak as he came my way. “Little girl.” His smile seemed tense. “I guess now that you’re married, I need to find a new name.”

      I went closer and shared a hug. “I’ll always be your little girl. I get that.” I took a step back and looked at them both. “Today, I’m more than that.”

      Mom nodded at Van. “Welcome to the family, Donovan.”

      His hand went again to my back. “You have an astounding daughter. I’m honored she’s my wife.”

      Mom took a breath, her hands clasped behind her back and her breasts pushing against her sheath dress with the matching jacket. She looked as professional as she always did. I’d dressed appropriately.

      “You wanted to talk to us,” I said, “in person.”

      Dad gestured toward the table. “Yes. Please, let’s all have a seat. We’re glad you could be here too, Donovan. This needs to be said.”

      “Coffee?”

      We both declined. The few cups I’d had already were percolating in my stomach.

      After we were all seated, Mom began. “I apologize if some of this is old information, Julia, but I’d like to set the stage for the actions we took and why we took them.” She nodded toward Donovan. “And perhaps so you too will have a clearer understanding.”

      Regardless of my self–pep-talks or Van’s support, my mother’s preamble had me imagining the worst-case scenarios. “Begin.”

      Mom sat tall, perched on the edge of her seat. “My father was a very deliberate man. He wasn’t always correct, but no matter what decision he made, he stood by it.”

      I turned to Van.

      That was what he’d told me yesterday.

      My attention went back to my mother.

      “The decision to bring investors into Wade, to privately sell stock, was not an easy one. The financial climate back then was turbulent. The boom of the previous decade created an unstable environment. The bubble had to burst. You see many of the top pharmaceutical players were not stand-alone companies, but instead pharmaceutical units of multinational companies. It was the marriage between the chemical and pharmaceutical industries. They had money and power from other avenues.” She shook her head. “Pharmaceuticals were expanding. Mergers. Acquisitions. My father didn’t want to be a part of that.”

      “As your mother said,” Dad began to talk, “Herman made decisions based on his knowledge. The problem was that he had stopped trying to obtain new knowledge and was set in his beliefs. He believed that by dividing Wade into shares, he could outlast the growing giants.”

      My throat seemed tight. Looking down and back up, I inhaled. Seeing my parents’ faces and hearing the conviction in their voices was...

      I hadn’t expected this discussion to be emotionally difficult.

      I’d been wrong.

      Beneath the table, Van’s hand reached for mine.

      Mom went on, “Well as you know, Dad decided to turn Wade into a privately held company with stock options. He thought he could control the stock. My father thought he knew best.”

      “I told him,” Dad said, “that it wouldn’t work. Not long term. Your mother and I argued with him. After the fact, once the Butlers and Roses invested, he thought he’d done what Wade needed. He also decided Ana and I hadn’t been supportive.”

      “Both of you?” I asked. “I thought Grandpa made Mom take a more active role because he was only upset with you,” I directed toward my father.

      Mom shook her head. “I took the position out of defiance. This company carries my maiden name. Dad wanted to cut Gregg and me out. Instead, I pushed further in.”

      I stared. “He wanted to cut you out. His only child?”

      Mom nodded.

      “I didn’t know that,” I said honestly.

      “Of course not,” Mom went on. “You were a child. You didn’t need to know the family upheaval. And Dad was your grandfather. We’d already lost my mother and Gregg’s parents. We didn’t want what was happening between the three of us to affect your relationship with your only living grandparent.”

      My hand was still in Van’s grasp. He was doing what he did so well—not saying a word, letting me carry on, while providing me the strength to continue. “The will.”

      Mom and Dad exchanged looks.

      “What?” I asked. “Is there fraud? How did the executor die?”

      Mom’s blue eyes opened wide. “I have no idea how Mr. McCook died.”

      “It was his heart,” Dad said. “Cobbs and Wilson notified us of his passing.”

      “Was it a coincidence that his death was at the same time you decided to use your home in Lincoln Park as collateral?”

      Mom shook her head. “There isn’t a connection.”

      “Fraud?” I asked again.

      “Your grandfather had a will,” Mom said. “He was organized down to a ‘t.’ Charities and organizations. He wanted to be remembered in death as well as life.”

      Van spoke. “But the will that Mr. McCook filed was signed and filed only days before Herman Wade’s death. It was a new will.”

      Mom sat taller. “No, Donovan, it was the will he’d had prepared for years.”

      “There was a newer will,” I said, my stomach in knots. “He wrote a new will that excluded the two of you and me.”

      Mom’s eyes closed as Dad’s complexion became a shade of gray.

      Van squeezed my hand.

      Be the calm. He’d said that last time too.

      I took a breath. “The last will and testament filed with Cobbs and Wilson was fraudulent.”

      “No,” Mom said. “It was the will my father had written. He signed it.”

      “Mrs. McGrath,” Van said, his deep voice demanding recognition. “Did Herman Wade have a newer will than the one filed the day before his death?”

      “What he had was a farce,” she said. “Of course it wasn’t filed.”

      Dad laid his hands on the table. “Herman was confused near the end. He saw threats where none existed. He made accusations and claimed that he’d been coerced into losing part of Wade.”

      “I don’t remember him like that,” I said.

      “You weren’t there.” My mother’s volume increased. “My father would never have written his family out of their inheritance.”

      I sat back against the chair. “Oh my God. There is fraud. You did this.”

      Dad lifted his hand. “I did it. Me alone. I’ll take the blame.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to go this far,” Mom said. She reached for Dad’s hand. “I’m sorry, Gregg.” She shook her head. “It was only supposed to stop…”

      Her gaze came to Van and me.

      “Wait. What?” I tried to make sense of what was happening. “Stop.” My eyes widened. “Mom, you filed the injunction?”

      “No. It was an inquiry. It was never supposed to be an injunction. The judge took it too far.”

      “An inquiry,” I repeated. “You filed an inquiry into Grandfather’s will the day Van and I announced our engagement before you came to Ashland.” It wasn’t a question. I wanted confirmation.

      Mom’s lips came together. “Julia, you were only a child at the time your grandfather passed. Things snowballed. We had a plan. It was supposed to happen without fallout. Marlin would purchase more shares and sell everything to Biogen, the perceived value would rise, and our home would be safe. This company is draining us dry. And then you” —she looked at Van— “came in to save the day.” Her volume grew higher with each phrase. “You even sabotaged the merger—our last chance. You weren’t welcome. Your actions caused everything to implode. We were going to be free.”

      “Your plans?” I turned to my Dad. “But you never wanted to sell.”

      “Little girl, the offer was outstanding. Once Marlin sold, we would allow the value to rise and then follow suit.”

      “Did Skylar know about this plan?”

      My parents shook their heads.

      “Biogen wants to shut down our research,” I said.

      “It’s too late,” Dad said, looking down at the table. “Marlin. The SEC.”

      “Who was the beneficiary of the will that wasn’t filed?” Van asked.
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      Tension built around us, a growing cyclone of pride, emotion, secrets, and lies. I understood to what lengths people would go to come out on top. I knew it firsthand. I’d been the victor more than I’d been the victim.

      As Julia’s hand trembled in my grasp, I asked the question again, “Who was the beneficiary?”

      Gregg stood. Even if I couldn’t see the defeat in the way his shoulders slumped, I could hear it in his voice. If he were my prey, I would have confidence in his destruction.

      Is he my prey?

      Stopping his pacing and tuning toward us, Gregg said, “The house and all its furnishings were to be sold. The assets from that sale, the company, and all its assets were to be held in trust, a trust Ana and I couldn’t touch. Wade was to be run by the executive board, one that specifically did not include Ana and me.”

      “In trust?” I asked. “For whom?”

      “Can you imagine?” Ana asked, her hands flitting about for dramatic effect. “A board with no family ties. They would have run this company into the ground. What would their motivation be to do otherwise?”

      Money.

      It was always the motivation.

      Now wasn’t the time to remind her that running Wade into the ground was exactly what she and Gregg had done.

      “Trust,” Julia said again.

      Ana sat straight, her expression devoid of emotion. “You.”

      “Me.” Julia said, her hand flinching in mine. “It was all to be mine. In trust until when?”

      “That was up to you and the executive board,” Gregg said. “Herman took out the part about marriage. He said he didn’t want you to be forced to marry. What he meant was to marry a man like Ana married.”

      Un-fucking-believable.

      Julia’s eyes grew to the size of saucers, yet her trembling had stopped and her voice was strong. “Wade could have been mine before now—before this injunction?”

      “Little girl,” Gregg said, his tone begging for Julia’s understanding. “Marlin and Gwen, they knew everything. We came to an agreement. You and Skylar. You two were already inseparable.”

      “We were pre-teens.”

      Gregg’s head shook. “It was what was best for both families. We would all benefit. When Herman passed away, we didn’t know what the future would hold. We had grand illusions of success.” He lowered his chin. “Never had we predicted that we’d be in this difficult financial situation. Our plan—the four of us—was to stay invested in a family company. Your marriage to Skylar was the glue.”

      Julia turned to me. “Where do we go from here?”

      My lips came together as I leaned back and took a deep breath.

      Yes, I’d fucked up my family, but I didn’t do it while planning a wedding. I didn’t do it behind their backs. Hell no. I was all about taking credit for their downfall.

      “There is nowhere to go,” Gregg said, gripping the back of the chair where he’d earlier sat. “Marlin bailed. He’s fighting other battles.”

      We knew about that too.

      Gregg continued, “Marlin threatened to testify against both Ana and me if we didn’t release him from our agreement.”

      “Agreement?” Julia asked.

      “When Herman passed,” Gregg began, “the four of us agreed to stay in Wade together. That meant the Butlers couldn’t sell if our shares were frozen.”

      “They couldn’t sell without us selling also,” Ana clarified. “It was what we planned with Biogen.”

      “Marlin threatened to testify against you?” I asked.

      Gregg and Ana nodded.

      “There is somewhere to go,” Julia said. “Regardless of your rude and unjustified attack on my husband’s assistance, we have a plan.”

      “The two of you?” Gregg asked with the first sign of hope I’d heard since we entered this office.

      “We have the help of another shareholder. Come to the executive meeting and find out what we propose as a possible way to save Wade.”

      “The injunction?” Ana said. “I don’t want Gregg going to jail.”

      I shook my head. “You stole your daughter’s inheritance.”

      “No,” Gregg said, “it was always the plan that she and Skylar would—”

      I stood. “Let me rephrase, Mr. McGrath.” Ana’s and Gregg’s eyes grew wide. “You conspired and diligently followed through on a plan to retain an inheritance that was not yours to receive. Not only that, but you also constructed this falsehood in a way that required Julia to marry a man you predetermined, not based on love but for the only purpose of cementing the agreement between you and your co-conspirators. In that process, you denied your own daughter her rightful inheritance and her choice in a husband.”

      “The Butlers didn’t…” Gregg’s eyes closed. When they opened, he was looking at Julia. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t supposed to end up this way. We thought we had an out. I never wanted that out. I wanted Wade to succeed.”

      Julia stood. “It will but not because of either of you or the Butlers. Come to the executive meeting. It will be your last.”

      “Julia,” Ana said, standing. “We confided in you because you’re our daughter. You can’t tell…”

      I started to speak, but before I could, Julia spoke, her posture exuding confidence. “What I do with the information you shared is not our primary concern. After the new executive board is voted upon and convened, Wade will no longer be your concern. Wade was always supposed to be a family company. Guess what? That’s what it will be again. Van’s and my family.” She smiled. “Come to the meeting.”

      Turning, Julia reached for her purse and walked to the door. Only a step behind, I caught up and opened the door for my fucking outstanding wife—the new CEO of Wade Pharmaceutical.

      As we stepped into Janie’s area, Julia retained her composure and spoke to Gregg’s assistant. “Janie, is there an empty office or conference room where Van and I can speak in private before the meeting?”

      She tilted her head. “Mr. Butler’s office is empty.”

      Julia grinned. “Perfect.”

      Janie unlocked the door with Marlin’s nameplate at the side. The city of Chicago filled the large windows. “Do you two want or need anything? Coffee? Water?”

      “No, thank you,” Julia said. “We’ll be in the large conference room at eleven.”

      Janie nodded, closing the door, and leaving us alone.

      I reached for Julia’s shoulders, pulling her face-to-face with me. “Are you all right?”

      “No.” And yet the only emotion I sensed was determination. If earlier Gregg had been prey, his daughter was a competent opponent—the predator. Julia took a step away from my grasp and began to pace near the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      I looked around the regally furnished space. Marlin may have taken some personal items; however, the office wasn’t much different than I recalled from a month ago.

      “I can’t run a pharmaceutical company, Van.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      She shook her head. “No. I mean I can make decisions, but I need help. There’s so much I don’t know. Yesterday you were talking about lobbyists, insurance, and governmental reimbursement. I believe in our plan, but I need someone who knows what the hell is going on.”

      “I guess I expected you to be upset by what we just learned.”

      “Oh.” Her volume rose. “I’m upset. I’m pissed as hell. Right now, I’m not sure what I want to happen to my parents. What I do know is that I was the intended inheritor. No matter what happens, whichever will the judge accepts, Wade is mine. Ours. And we aren’t letting it go down without a fight.”  She nodded toward my jacket. “Call Lena and tell her to meet us here.”

      “In Marlin’s office.” I scoffed. “She’ll love that.”

      As I sent Lena a text, Julia resumed her pacing. “Skylar doesn’t know enough. He could help, but I need someone who knows their shit.” Julia looked at me. “Would Lennox know anyone who could help?”

      Something Ana said sparked a memory.

      A thought occurred to me.

      “I know you want Wade to exist on its own. What if an agreement was made with another pharmaceutical company, one that had a different line of drugs? The two companies could work in tandem while retaining their individuality?”

      Julia shook her head. “Do you know of a company like that?”

      I grinned. “Maybe.” It won’t be the merger that the McGraths had planned. But it could work.

      The phone I’d just placed back in my breast pocket vibrated. Tilting my head, I pulled it out and swiped the screen. “Shit.”

      “Who?”

      “Officer Stewart.” My gaze met Julia’s. “I forgot to let Lawson and the state patrol know we were leaving Ashland.”

      “We’re not really gone. We’ll be back today.”

      Taking a breath, I answered the call. “Officer Stewart, what can I do for you?”

      “Mr. Sherman…”
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      Van told me not to worry about his call. The Wisconsin state patrolman was following up on some questions about Rob Landon. He also said to keep my mind on Wade. I was trying. Once Lena arrived with news that her friend had spoken to three additional members of the Biogen executive board, we agreed that selling Wade’s research was the best option. There would be negotiations on price, discussions regarding Wade’s employees securing a position at Biogen. In the end, the research my parents had hoped would save Wade actually could.

      This deal wouldn’t make Wade a household name.

      Instead, the research would be the sacrificial lamb restoring life to our company.

      When I asked Lena about Madison, she’d simply shrugged. “Thank you for asking. I’ve assembled a good team. There’ll be a lot of work and even more waiting. This will take time.”

      As Lena, Van, and I approached the conference room, I noticed more people than Albert standing about. There were additional men in suits. “Bodyguards?” I asked softly.

      Van nodded. “Men from Michael and Albert’s previous employer.”

      “Why?”

      Van reached for my hand. “Beautiful, you have one thing to think about. I don’t want you distracted. Go in there and kick ass.”

      The small hairs on my arms stood to attention. “Should I be distracted?”

      “No.”

      I looked into my husband’s eyes, taking the strength and support he was giving me. Much as an infusion of fuel, his belief in me circulated through my bloodstream. It wasn’t only Van.

      As we entered the boardroom, Lena squeezed my hand and winked.

      She didn’t need to say a word. I sensed her support.

      Is it for me or my husband?

      It didn’t matter.

      Van and I were now one.

      A team.

      Despite their past, I could accept Lena and even love Van’s best friend.

      Van and Lena spoke as we stood waiting, my stomach twisting, for the other members to arrive.

      Mrs. Rose was the first.

      Why is she here?

      My eyes opened wide at the sight of the petite elderly woman dressed to the nines. Mrs. Rose personified class and dedication. However, she was no longer on the board, having given up her position a month earlier when she sold Van her shares. “Mrs. Rose?” I said inquisitively.

      Time had taken what little height she once had, but not her beauty. Her blue eyes glistened below her crown of white hair. Reaching for my hands, she gave them a squeeze, as she looked up at me through rhinestone glasses. “I couldn’t miss this moment, Julia.” Her smile beamed. “No matter what you decide to do with this company, know that Juliette and Herman are smiling down on you. They would be so proud.” She inhaled. “They are.”

      I saw Lena whisper to Van. Following her gaze, I turned, seeing Logan Butler enter the room.

      What the hell?

      Logan and Lena’s eyes met seconds before Logan looked away. The silent exchange made me grin. Whispering to Van, I said, “I thought only shareholders were supposed to attend.”

      “Are you talking about Mrs. Rose or Butler?”

      “Butler.”

      “He’s a shareholder and he just proved it.”

      My lips parted. “GreenSphere?”

      Van nodded. “It’s a SPAC, and he’s not the only investor. He is MMT. Lena had a suspicion and sent the invitation specifically to bait him to see if he’d show.”

      “Logan is the shell company MMT and an investor in GreenSphere,” I said, trying to understand. “MMT was the company that gave Brooklyn money for her education and financed Phillip’s trip to Chicago.”

      Van nodded.

      “GreenSphere withdrew its offer to buy Marlin’s shares? This means that Logan rejected his brother?”

      “Money and governmental investigations carry more weight than blood.”

      As eleven o’clock neared, my parents were the last to enter.

      Before passing the ten percent back to Van, Lena held the largest percentage of Wade, more than any other investor. No one around the table would yet know about the ten percent switch. Being the one to call the meeting, Lena stepped forward to speak, calling the meeting to order.

      She looked down at her wristwatch, her soft brown gaze then going to Van.

      He shrugged.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s time.”

      Lena stood at the head of the long table and remained standing. “For those of you who don’t know me” —Lena grinned— “I am Lena Montgomery.”

      It was difficult not to watch Logan’s nonverbal cues. The man was a charlatan. A wannabe in the presence of high finance. Years ago, he’d tried to stop both Lena and Van. He failed and more importantly, they succeeded. They didn’t need to gloat or boast of their achievements. People with true power never did. It was only the impostors who spoke gregariously about themselves.

      The door behind Lena opened.

      Oh.

      “I apologize that I’m late.”

      “Skylar?” I said in surprise.

      He lifted his chin and smiled. “Hi, Julia.”

      Van’s hand came to the small of my back.

      “Why is he here?” I whispered.

      “You’ll see.”

      After Lena called the meeting to order, she declared the first order of business the vote on the new board. Once the new board was in place, we would discuss Wade’s future.

      “I have a list of candidates who have expressed interest.” She scanned from person to person, Logan and my parents included. “Before we take a vote, is there anyone who would like to volunteer?”

      Awkward silence filled the room as my mother fidgeted. Finally, she lifted her hand. “This company means everything to me and Gregg. We shouldn’t be shut out.”

      “Are you volunteering?” Lena asked.

      Mom nodded. “Yes. I volunteer to keep my position as chair until the time comes that our percentage goes to Julia.” She looked around the room. “You’re mostly new. You don’t know this company.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. McGrath,” Lena said. “As you all heard, Mrs. McGrath has volunteered for chairperson. I nominate Julia Sherman to the same position.”

      Wildly beating, my heart felt as though it was about to jump out of my chest. The weight of the position settled over me.

      Next, Lena nominated Skylar as vice chair.

      “How?”

      Van just smiled.

      “Skylar isn’t a shareholder,” I said aloud to the room.

      Logan appeared as confused as I as he stared at his nephew.

      Skylar stood, his dark blond hair combed back and his custom suit in place. “I have recently acquired one percentage of Wade holdings.”

      I was speechless as Lena nodded.

      Skylar retook his seat.

      “At this current time,” Lena said, “Mrs. Rose has volunteered to resume her position as secretary. Full disclosure” — Lena smiled at Mrs. Rose— “the position of secretary will come up for a vote again before the term expires. Mrs. Rose’s generous offer is to help Wade through this transition. I for one appreciate Mrs. Rose’s dedication to this company’s future.”

      Van stepped forward. “As you know, the requirement to sit on the executive board is the ownership of Wade stock.” He too grinned at Mrs. Rose, who was obviously enjoying the attention. “Mrs. Rose also holds one percent.”

      Lena spoke, “My final recommendation is Donovan Sherman for treasurer. Last chance to volunteer before nominations are closed.”

      Again, I turned toward Logan. He remained quiet.

      “It appears,” Lena said, “we can all agree on Mr. Skylar Butler for vice chair, Mrs. Rose for secretary, and Mr. Sherman for treasurer of the Wade Pharmaceutical executive board. If there is a nay, speak now.”

      “Nay.”

      We all turned to Logan Butler.

      Shaking his head, Logan sat forward. Not as old as Marlin, Logan still showed his age through the wrinkling of his skin and lightening of his hair. “I simply want to go on record as being against this coup.”

      Lena’s chocolate eyes shimmered. “Coup.”

      “Yes.” Logan gestured to my parents. “This is Gregg and Ana’s company. They still have thirty-nine percent of the stockholdings. Beyond that fact, they have the experience to run this company. It’s in their blood.”

      Lena nodded—once. “Your objection is noted.” She turned to me. “Mrs. Sherman, as my nominee for chair, I will second Mr. Butler’s statement. The care of Wade Pharmaceutical should go to someone with the devotion to this company in their blood. If the McGraths’ share that cellular attachment, I can only assume that it runs through you twofold.”

      Damn, she was good.

      I smiled. “I believe it does.”

      Van went to the door and opened it and spoke to someone.

      Janie entered with pieces of paper and pens. The room murmured as she passed one of each to every person, including Van and myself.

      “Thank you, Janie,” Van said before she slipped from the room.

      Lena spoke, “Every person who received a paper is eligible to cast one vote. Whether you hold one percentage share or forty, you get one vote. The position in question is chairperson. The candidates are Mrs. Anastasia McGrath and Mrs. Julia Sherman. Please cast your vote and once you’re done, fold your paper in half.”

      I tried to steady the pen.

      Questions and doubt rose within me.

      Am I the right one?

      Can I do this?

      Biting on my lower lip, I made the decision.

      I could.

      There would be eight votes cast. The even number created the possibility of a tie. To win, the candidate must receive five votes. Looking around the room, I didn’t believe that the result was a foregone conclusion. Writing my own name, I decided that before I could ask the others to believe in me, I had to believe in myself.

      Folding the paper, my gaze met Van’s.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “You can do this.”

      Lena walked around the room in her high heels, stunning business attire, and jingling bracelets, collecting papers. When she reached the head of the table, she took a breath. “I want to say that I have faith in Wade, and before looking at these votes, I have faith in our new chairperson.”

      One by one, she opened the papers.

      “Ana.”

      I inhaled.

      Not a great start.

      “Julia.” Lena continued, showing a steel-faced determination. “Ana. Ana. Julia. Julia. Julia.” She lifted the last paper. “If this election ends in a tie, we will need to take another vote.”

      “Or,” my mother said, “Julia and I could work together, as Gregg and I have done.”

      Can I do that?

      I could glean from her experience.

      Will she really let me lead?

      Lena opened the last paper, and my questions were moot. “Julia.”

      The pressure of Van’s hand on my back intensified. Turning to him, I saw his approval.

      “It seems,” Lena said, “the executive board of Wade Pharmaceutical has a new chairperson. Congratulations, Mrs. Sherman.” She gestured to where she stood. “Madam Chairperson, the floor is yours.”

      Stepping away from Van’s touch, I took my place, my rightful place, the place my grandfather wanted me to be, at the head of the Wade executive board. “Thank you for your confidence.” I turned to my parents and back to the assembly. “I could go on for hours about Wade Pharmaceutical, my desires for this company’s future” —I looked at Skylar— “or how it’s time for a new generation. I won’t. I won’t because a wise, wonderful man, who has shown and taught me so much, once said that when it comes to dollars and cents, flowery words are unnecessary. We here at Wade Pharmaceutical have a dollars-and-cents crisis on our hands.”

      Going on, I laid out our plan about selling our Alzheimer research to Biogen. I explained that contacts had been made with members of the Biogen executive board, and the proposal I was sharing had merit and steam. Wade’s legal team would need to work the numbers. As chairperson, I promised that there would be clarity on everything with all board members. Once we began working on this deal, every member of the board would be kept up to date on all aspects, from R&D concepts to projections. Nothing was set. There would be negotiations, but to do nothing would be Wade’s end. We couldn’t let that happen.

      “And then what?” Mom asked. “How will Wade survive without our research and the new line of drugs?”

      “Our first priority after getting Wade back in the black should be insulin.”

      Mom’s lips pursed as she shook her head. “We tried that.”

      My gaze went to Van. Without a word, he was telling me I could do this. “Then we will try it differently. We will evaluate our methods to see if costs can be cut. We will take our own compound generic, lowering the cost.”

      “Low costs don’t make money,” she said.

      I looked out at the room. “We, everyone in this room, are the future of Wade. Our jobs are not to look back at failures, but to look ahead for opportunities.”

      “Repeating mistakes isn’t the answer.” Mom shook her head. “You don’t know the first thing about pharmaceuticals, Julia.”

      “I’m willing to learn.”

      “From whom? You’re kicking us out.”

      “From a new generation.” Again, I addressed the group. “Damien Sinclair of Sinclair Pharmaceuticals in Indiana, not far from here, is willing to help.”

      “Why?” Mom asked. “That merger didn’t happen.”

      Be the calm.

      I addressed the room. “Sinclair Pharmaceuticals isn’t our competition. Big Pharma is. By bringing together a coalition of privately owned small companies, allowing each company to maintain its autonomy yet share resources, we can be a greater force in lobbying, working with insurance companies, and governmental reimbursement.” I looked at Lena and smiled. I was about to say the words she recommended. “There is no need for a secret vote. This is the time to be honest with one another. Raise your hand if you are willing to negotiate with Biogen and Sinclair, if you want to see Wade succeed.”

      Skylar’s hand was the first to rise, followed by everyone around the room, including Logan. The only holdout was Anastasia McGrath.

      “Are you a nay, Mother?”

      She shook her head and lifted her hand.

      “We have unanimous agreement. Mr. Sherman and I are headed back to Ashland today, but I will be in contact with each of you and keep you up to date on negotiations. If we require an in-person meeting, we will return to Chicago. I plan to do most of my work from Ashland. Evaluating the expense of this office space is on the agenda. Are there any other comments for the record?”

      Dad’s gaze beamed toward me. “I want to go on record. I’m proud of my little girl who has grown into a fierce advocate for this company.”

      “Thank you, Dad. This meeting is adjourned.”

      As people began to stand, Skylar came up to me. “Damn, I’m impressed.” Before I could comment, he added, “Thank you.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Ms. Montgomery said it was you.”

      A smile came to my lips. “You spoke with Lena?”

      “She called and offered me one percentage of Wade. She said that despite your and my past—she meant what I did—you didn’t want me to lose out on what we’ve both worked toward. She also said my job here could continue.”

      “What about your parents?”

      He shook his head.

      I tilted my head toward Lena. “Do you know who Lena—Ms. Montgomery—is?”

      Skylar grinned as he lowered his voice. “At this point, I don’t give a shit if she fucked my dad. I’m just glad to know you still want me here.”

      Well, it wasn’t his dad…but I wasn’t going to pursue that train of thought.

      “I do, Skylar. You and I shouldn’t suffer for our parents’ poor decisions.”

      “Beth would really like to talk to you.”

      “Oh.” My eyes opened wide, looking down at the band on his finger and back to his blue stare. “I forgot. Congratulations.”

      Skylar nodded. “You too, Mrs. Sherman.”

      As if his surname caused him to appear, Van was at my side. “Skylar.”

      I grinned at Van’s use of Skylar’s first name.

      “Mr. Sherman.”

      “Van. Thank you for stepping up. Julia needed a large enough board with progressive ideas to share her vision.”

      Skylar turned to me. “It’s good to see you and to be working together again.” Before he stepped away, he made one more plea for his wife. “Beth?”

      “Yeah, I’ll give her a call.” I looked up at Van and around the room. Everyone else had left. I looked at the long table and shook my head. “I can’t believe it.”

      The gold flecks in his eyes glistened. “I never had any doubt.”

      “It’s going to be a lot of work and so much to learn.”

      Van smirked. “You, my dear, are a fast learner.”

      “I am going to say goodbye to my parents.”

      “Do you want me to join you?”

      I reached for his hand. “Yes.”
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      With Julia’s hand in mine, we entered Janie and Kathy’s area. Everyone from the board meeting was there.

      “What’s happening?” Julia asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Janie lifted her hands and the room’s roar quieted to a murmur. “If you haven’t seen the newsbreak, Wade is trending. News got out about today’s meeting and our new shareholders including the Shermans, Ms. Montgomery, and GreenSphere.”

      Julia and I stood next to Lena.

      “Did you leak this?” I asked.

      Her painted lips turned upward. “I promised you. I promised once I had Marlin out, Wade’s value would soar. Once we announce the deal with Biogen, the sky is our only limit.”

      Fuck.

      I turned to Julia. “We need to go.”

      “This is good, right?”

      My thoughts went to the conversation with Patrolman Stewart.

      “It is. We can pop a cork of champagne on the plane.” I turned to Lena. “Do you have security?”

      She nodded, her smile fading. “Why?”

      As Julia listened to the people around her, I leaned closer to Lena and whispered, “Michigan state police found Rob Landon’s body.”

      Her eyes opened wide. “Your PI?”

      I nodded. “In a remote cabin in the UP. This has now unequivocally crossed state lines. The FBI is getting involved.”

      “Regarding Madison?”

      I shook my head. “Fuck, I don’t know. I sure as hell didn’t ask for this.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Julia asked. She reached for Lena’s hand. “Thank you for calling Skylar.”

      Lena nodded.

      Using a hushed whisper, I said, “We all need to leave now.”

      “I want to say goodbye to my parents.” Julia’s blue gaze narrowed. “What’s happening?”

      “Officer Stewart called to say he was sending patrol officers to our property.”

      “You told me not to worry. This is something to worry about.”

      “Not if we get back soon.”

      “Why? Why would he send patrolmen to our property?” The color drained from Julia’s face.

      “My PI was found.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s dead, Julia. His body was found in a cabin in the UP. Your old phone was there.”

      “But Phillip took my phone…” Terror raced across her expression as the pieces fell into place. “Where’s Phillip?”

      Both Julia and Lena were listening.

      “I don’t know. Neither does Officer Stewart. That’s why he was sending reinforcements. We need to get home.” I turned to Lena. “You too. Stay protected.”

      “I’ve got it covered.”

      When it came to Lena, I had no doubt.

      As I was about to lead both women away, Gregg came to Julia and reached for her arm. Julia turned. “Dad.”

      “Why do you look so alarmed? You were marvelous in that meeting. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She leaned into his hug. “I love you. Van and I need to leave, but I’ll be in touch.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “The two dearest things to me have been you and Wade.” He looked at me and smiled. “I know both are in good hands.”

      Now wasn’t the time for a reunion. My tone lowered. “Julia.”

      At the same time, Janie called Julia’s name. We turned toward Janie.

      Gregg’s assistant came close and spoke aloud to the entire group. “Security says that there’s a small crowd of reporters in front of the building.” She shivered. “This is so exciting. They want a statement from Wade’s new chairperson.”

      “I’m sorry, we need to leave,” I said.

      Julia turned from me to Gregg. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Gregg replied, “Tell them the flowery words. A brief statement. Show them how strong you are.”

      Julia turned to me. Her blue eyes clouded with worry and uncertainty.

      Fuck.

      “Let me call Michael. I want the place surrounded.”

      Julia nodded. “Okay, I’ll make a brief statement.”

      Ten minutes later, with Albert on Julia’s one side and me on the other, we joined the rest of Wade’s executive board as well as her parents on the first floor. Beyond the large glass entrance, I saw a small gathering.

      “I don’t like this,” I said to Albert.

      “Sir, Michael has men surrounding those steps. He’s waiting with a car. As soon as Mrs. Sherman is done speaking, he’ll take you both to the airport. The pilots are ready.”

      Lena came up beside me. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I thought the coverage would be good.”

      I ran my hand over my hair. “It is, Lena. You’re spot-on as usual. I just…”

      “Phillip,” she said. “I know. But the troopers are in Ashland. That’s probably where he is.”

      “Fuck, I wish I knew.”

      Gregg reached for Julia’s hand. “Let’s show those people that this transfer is smooth. We are united for Wade.”

      Julia nodded, taking one look back at me as she went forward with Gregg.

      “Go,” I said to Albert.

      “This won’t last long,” Lena reassured.

      Through the glass revolving door, our group came to the top of the steps as February’s cool wind swirled around us. Maybe fifteen or twenty reporters were present on the sidewalk, shouting questions.

      “Is Wade being sold?”

      “Is Wade going public?”

      “Are you filing Chapter Eleven?”

      “Mrs. Sherman, are you the new CEO?”

      “Ms. Montgomery, what brought Wade to your attention?”

      Gregg went forward, lifting his hands. “I’m Gregg McGrath” —he gestured for Ana to join him— “and this is my wife, Anastasia McGrath. It has been an honor to care for the company Ana’s grandfather founded. Today as you have heard, we are passing the mantle onto the next generation.” He smiled at Julia. “Julia Sherman will answer your questions.”

      My pulse raced as I scanned the crowd.

      Lena was probably right—Lip was in Wisconsin.

      Hell, maybe I’d tell Andrew and Ruth to forget Ashland. Take us someplace tropical.

      Julia began addressing the crowd. With each word she was stunning and confident, everything I’d always known her to be. Since that first night, when she changed my world forever, I saw not only her beauty, but her heart and courage. She battled a blizzard. A few questions were nothing. Her qualities shone from her like a beacon, a calling to lost ships.

      My phone vibrated.

      I didn’t want to miss what Julia was saying, yet I couldn’t not look.

      Text message from a restricted number.

      

      “You can’t win. Fuck you. I’m taking from you what you took from me.”

      

      My heart fought to beat and my lungs to fill with air.

      Phillip.

      Fuck.

      I took a step forward. Fuck this speech. Fuck Wade’s value. We were going. “Julia.”

      She and Gregg turned my way.

      Explosions.

      Firecrackers.

      People screamed as a series of gunshots erupted from the other side of the street. Pulling Julia’s wrist, I threw her to the ground and landed on top of her.

      Lifting my head, I saw men surrounding a man as police personnel ran to the scene.

      With the gunshots still in my ears, I lifted myself. My heart stilled as I rolled Julia to her back. “Fuck.” The blue orbs staring at me were the most precious sight I’d ever seen. “Talk to me.”

      “I love you.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t know. My wrist is sore.” She lifted her hand. “And a two-hundred-pound man is on top of me.”

      “Oh, beautiful, I plan to be on top of you for years to come.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded as the chaos around us infiltrated our bubble—our globe.

      “Lena?” Julia asked.

      Getting to my knees, I searched, finding Lena. She was standing, surrounded by men and women in dark suits. Our gazes met. “Are you okay?” I mouthed.

      She nodded and pointed.

      “Fuck.”

      Standing, I offered Julia my hand. Once we were both upright, I pulled her against me, keeping the scene behind me blocked. “I love you.”

      “What are you hiding from me? Who’s hurt?” She pulled away, her gaze going to the man on the concrete. “No.”

      Gregg McGrath was lying in a pool of blood. He appeared unconscious as police and ambulance sirens filled the air. Ana was at her husband’s side, kneeling in her expensive clothes.

      “Gregg. Don’t leave me.”

      I scanned the growing crowd.

      Across the street, the police had a man on the ground, his hands bound behind his back. I hadn’t spotted him earlier, but now there was no doubt. The man who looked like me was in police custody. I looked for Albert. It was his and Michael’s men who took Phillip down before he could do more damage.

      “We found Lip,” Lena said, coming to me as Julia went to her father. “How is her dad?”

      Julia was also on her knees as a pool of blood turned dark.

      “Fuck, I hope alive.”

      I went forward, taking Julia’s hand and helping her stand as the emergency workers screamed for everyone to clear away. “Ana,” I said, offering her a hand.

      With a nod, Julia’s mother reached for me, her hand trembling in my grasp. “Thank you.”

      “Mom.”

      Ana’s body shuddered as Julia held her mother in her arms. “I love him,” Ana repeated over and over.

      “He knows that, Mom. I love him too.”
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      Chequamegon Bay and Lake Superior glistened like diamonds, the two bodies of water meeting at the shore to our property. Sitting on large rocks, I lifted my face to the sun. Although I’d come to this region in the cold of winter, I’d been promised warmth. It had come in abundance, not only in the flames of roaring fires or the sun above, but from the man at my side.

      As my skin warmed, I thought about what Paula had told me the day of our wedding. She’d said Van and I would face clouds and sun. The sun was there for our enjoyment, to bask in the beauty and revel in the satisfaction. The clouds were glue, holding the sunny days together like links in a chain; one could not stay connected without the other.

      Clouds descended, their gray fog infiltrating our lives. They threatened to take our joy and suffocate the light. Nothing was as dark as the day in Chicago, standing before the building housing Wade’s corporate offices.

      The absence of light defined dark.

      Light shone bright that morning during the beginning of February.

      It surrounded me. A supernova.

      I married the man of my dreams. No, Van was beyond any dream I’d ever had. I’d married the man perfect for me. The passion in his touch and love in his tone gave me the strength to take the step I wanted to take, the one I knew was the right decision. With Van, I’d opened my petals and found not only a man to love, but I found myself.

      Following the executive board meeting, I floated on air. Or perhaps it was that I was being carried by friends.

      Lena’s support.

      Skylar’s and my understanding.

      The media’s interest in Wade.

      Our early negotiations with Biogen and Sinclair.

      And above all, my father’s on-record declaration.

      Darkness came when the candle was extinguished.

      One puff of air and a room had no choice but to surrender to the shadows.

      It wasn’t a puff of air but a gunshot.

      Meant for me.

      I was Phillip’s goal. He wanted Van to suffer the loss of his wife as Phillip suffered Madison’s loss. Knowing that I was the target made my father’s shooting all that more unbearable.

      Van and I didn’t leave for Ashland as we’d planned.

      We stayed in Chicago—in Lincoln Park to be exact.

      Van worked from my father’s study as I took the reins at Wade. With the proximity, I could work from their home or the downtown offices.

      When Mother wasn’t at the hospital with Dad, we talked.

      I was in their home, not as their little girl, but as a daughter, a wife, and the new CEO of Wade Pharmaceutical.

      After Dad’s surgeries and hospital stay, he was moved to rehab where he rebuilt his strength. Even now, with Mom and Dad home, I couldn’t predict the future of my relationship with my parents. I could only say that what we had was better than it was before.

      My mother became resigned to me taking my place at Wade, even offering to help. Her time was limited. Taking care of Dad had become Mom’s new obsession. The thought of Dad telling her to let him be and stop fussing brought a smile to my face.

      Together, my parents made the decision that the time was right to retire. While they didn’t own stock, officially, they were named consultants for Wade, the same title as Lena. Lena refused a salary, instead wanting her compensation to come from dividends as she predicted Wade’s soaring profits. For my parents, their new position came with a yearly salary.

      The deal with Biogen went through. While numbers with lines of zeros danced in my head, the final agreement was a bit less. Nevertheless, it was substantial, and not only relieved Wade of its debt, but gave Wade a cushion as we worked to increase insulin production.

      Sinclair and Wade weren’t alone in their new coalition. Three other small pharma companies joined—two in Ohio and another in Illinois. This agreement was in its infancy, but the potential was there.

      My father confessed to the court regarding filing a fraudulent will. While Van hadn’t been able to find previous copies of Herman Wade’s last will and testament, there were years of documents archived in Wade legal.

      I don’t know all the hoops the different lawyers jumped through. I know the negotiations involved Sherman Corp attorneys—the company name was officially changed—and Wade Pharmaceutical’s legal as well as the Cook County prosecutor’s office. In lieu of jail time, Dad was given a fine and the court ordered that he never return to Wade’s governing body.

      What I do know was that the Lincoln Park house and thirty-nine percent of Wade became mine.

      Not really.

      The morning before Van was shot, I sold my shares.

      For a quarter.

      Van joked that with Wade’s growing value, it was undeniably the best deal he’d ever made. I didn’t disagree that it was mutually beneficial—but not the best. Agreeing to marry Van and accepting the coiled white ribbon was undeniably the best deal I ever made.

      Together, Van and I now held sixty-five percent of Wade stock—our family again had the majority share. The other thirty-five percent was divided between Lena at twenty-nine, GreenSphere at five, and let us not forget, Skylar and Elizabeth Butler at one percent.

      Mrs. Rose sold her stock back to Lena for a slim profit and resigned from the board following our meeting. Currently, the board agreed to allow a non-shareholder to serve. Janie was now part of the board.

      Mrs. Rose and Skylar were Lena and Van’s aces in the hole. Van didn’t want me to face losing my dream.

      As for the house, I sold it. My parents were given a deal too. Not quite as good as Van’s quarter. Instead, they purchased it for five thousand. That didn’t help home values in the area, but that wasn’t our concern. My mom loved that house. Van and I don’t want it. It was the right thing to do.

      Yes, Beth and I had spoken.

      We’ll never have the friendship we lost, but we can have a relationship. Their baby was due two days ago. The last message I received was from Vicki saying Beth was miserable.

      Since I was still in the morning sickness stage, I could only imagine how I’d feel at forty weeks.

      “See the sandhill crane?” Van asked, pulling me from my sunbathing. While Van still oversaw a billion-dollar conglomerate, we both preferred to work from home. Some days that entailed long hours and barely seeing one another. Other days, like today, we would sneak away to spend time together. Our property was absolutely breathtaking as the trees began to show their autumn colors.

      Looking up, I squinted from the sun, seeing the crane. Its massive wingspan, long neck, and gray-blue plumage contrasted the crystal blue sky. “Do sandhill cranes migrate?”

      “They do.” He grinned. “The wolves stay.”

      I sat up, leaning into him. “I’m partial to one wolf.”

      Our lips came together as Van pulled me close. With the whoosh of the waves hitting the shore below and the sun warming the rock’s surface, I was lulled into the touch of the man now over me. He’d rolled me to my back and was staring down with his sexy gaze.

      “I want to make love to you right here.”

      I wiggled against the rock. “Our bed is softer and more private.”

      “No one can see or hear us. There’s no one—”

      “For miles,” I said, repeating what he’d told me long ago. “But there is. Michael and Albert. Jonathon could be anywhere, and Bradley told me he likes to hike this property. I don’t think Margaret would appreciate us giving her son an X-rated show.”

      “He may be too young.”

      “What were you like at Bradley’s age?”

      Van shrugged. “I’d rather show you what I’m like at this age.”

      “But if our baby is a boy, what can I expect?”

      “Trouble,” he said with a grin.

      Van sat up, leaning against his outstretched arms and staring out at the lake as a gentle warm breeze blew his dark mane. “Never doubt I’m thrilled about the baby. I’m also…” He didn’t finish the sentence.

      I sat up and leaned against his side. “Scared. You know I won’t love you less if you, Donovan Sherman, admit that you are afraid of something.”

      His green gaze fixed on me. “I was petrified when I thought you were hurt or in danger. This isn’t the same. I don’t want to screw up our child.”

      “Isn’t that the parents’ job?” When he didn’t answer or see my humor, I asked a question that had been lingering and never fully answered. “What happened with your family? Your parents? Phillip?” I didn’t add Liv to the list because she and Van had been talking.

      Sighing, Van kept his gaze focused on the water. “He broke my keyboard.”

      I pulled away and searched his handsome profile as the sadness in his voice rattled my soul. “Phillip?”

      Van nodded.

      “Why?”

      “Because it brought me joy.”

      “What did your parents do?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. My father said he was glad it was gone. Boys don’t play piano. Boys play sports.”

      “Your mother?”

      Van shrugged. “She had the promotion at Sherman Brothers. She’d worked her way to buyer. Over the course of the year, she would fly here and there to fashion shows to determine what the stores would sell. Fuck, she probably never even knew what Phillip did. The three of us weren’t her priority. Her career was.”

      I had so many thoughts.

      He turned to me. “I basically moved out of the house. At fucking twelve or thirteen, I left.”

      “Where did you go?”

      He smiled. “Mrs. Juniper. Her first name was Henrietta.”

      “The lady who taught you piano?”

      Van nodded.

      “Your parents didn’t demand you come home?”

      “One less mouth to feed.”

      “What happened to Henrietta?” I asked.

      “She passed away my senior year of high school.”

      I laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not. Any ounce of compassion in the man you see here, the one who deserves to have you in his life, is because of the love she showed me. She had one son, but he died before she took me in. I was her only family.” Van exhaled. “She left everything to me. I mean it wasn’t a lot, but it paid for my move to Chicago. It started my nest egg and helped with college.”

      “I’m glad then that you had her.”

      “Mrs. Mayhand is younger. Hell, to a teenage boy, Mrs. Juniper was ancient.” He looked my way with a child-like glee. “She would come to my recitals and listen to me play her piano for hours. It wasn’t as if she made me practice. She encouraged me to do what I wanted.”

      “What about Paula?”

      “When I moved here, I could have easily closed myself off from everyone. Fuck, I practically did.” He sat taller. “Mrs. Mayhand reminded me of Henrietta. I was instantly drawn to her and Bruce.”

      “I love her.”

      His story prompted a question. “Do you not think mothers should work?”

      “I’m going to have a baby with the CEO of Wade Pharmaceutical. I’m planning on being a kept man, a stay-at-home dad.”

      “I think there’s some room for negotiation.”

      “Look at you. There’s no limit, Julia. Delegate, tell me what to do, or do it all yourself. It wasn’t that our mother took the job. It was that our mother lived for that job. You aren’t her. You can love and live.” He laid his hand over my stomach. “There’s so much fucking goodness in you, our child will know his or her mom cares.” His smile brought a tear to my eye. “Our child already knows.”

      I reached for his cheek. “He or she will also know that their mom loves their dad, very much.”

      Van stood and offered me his hand. “Come on, let’s go home and not risk Bradley’s sex ed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: epi]
        

      
      
        
        Julia

        The following summer

      

      

      

      I entered the nursery, finding Van holding Henri. “I thought he was asleep.”

      Van turned, his lips shushing me as his body moved back and forth. Finally, he laid our almost three-month-old son in his crib. Taking my hand, we walked out into the hallway, gently closing the door.

      “He woke up.”

      “I didn’t hear him.”

      Tugging me close, Van kissed me. “I did. Let me help.”

      Van did more than help. He was a natural at the father thing. Thankfully, he was also a master at knowing what I needed. Whether it was a good night’s sleep, a warm bath, or time to go over reports from Wade’s first quarter. From the moment we met, Van had an uncanny ability to see me. To hear me. To understand me.

      As for Wade, we were afloat. Considering where we’d been a year ago, that was saying a lot. It also turned out that Skylar was more knowledgeable than I’d given him credit for. Together we’d worked with representatives from our coalition of pharmacological companies. When I went on maternity leave, Skylar stepped in. He’d said he wanted to do it because he wanted out of the house, but I doubted that. Even through video chats, I could see that his desk was littered with pictures of his daughter.

      It turned out that even though Skylar and I weren’t meant to love one another, we could work well together and be friends—what we were meant to be.

      Even though Van no longer considered our threat level at Defcon 1, Van, Henri, and I weren’t alone. The man who had been a recluse was now surrounded.

      Michael and Albert both agreed to stay in Ashland. They resided in the guesthouse.

      It turned out that Michael wasn’t married or attached to anyone in Chicago. Apparently, the uniformed officer who came to our home with Detective Lawson and Michael had been seeing one another for a few months. Albert recently took a trip down to Florida. For the next two weeks, the only subject he spoke about was his son. Thinking of Henri, I understood. Paula also helped, staying with us three nights a week and spending at least a few hours with us almost every day.

      Yes, Henri had four biological grandparents, but unquestionably, Paula filled the role.

      My parents visited twice since Henri arrived. While I appreciated their help, I was as happy for them to leave as I was for them to arrive. When it came to the Thomases, Van had no desire to contact them, and I wouldn’t push. It would either happen or it wouldn’t. We had family and friends who loved us and Henri.

      Speaking of family.

      Now that we were in our bedroom, I asked, “Are you nervous?”

      Leaning against the doorjamb, my husband crossed his arms over his wide chest. “I eat companies for breakfast and spit out their bones by lunch.”

      I snickered. “Yeah, you’re nervous.”

      Walking into the room, Van sat on the edge of our bed and looked up at the ceiling. “Twelve-year-olds aren’t scary—they’re terrifying.”

      Brooklyn had recently had her twelfth birthday.

      The psychiatrists determined that Madison was competent to stand trial. Her lawyers negotiated for her to stay in a maximum-security institution while awaiting trial. Lena spared no expense in getting Madison into one of the best facilities in the country. Last we heard, Madison was taking art classes.

      Phillip pled guilty to avoid a trial and a heavier sentence. While his mental acuities were never in question, if you asked me, I’d say they should be. The one good thing he did was to relinquish full custody of Brooklyn to Olivia. Van’s parents didn’t argue, and neither Lena nor Van contested the move. It took nearly a year of legal wrangling to dissolve the order Phillip had requiring Van to keep his distance from Brooklyn. The sticking point was that Van initially agreed to abide by it.

      Tomorrow, Liv and Brooklyn were coming to our home for a stay.

      I sat on the bed beside my husband. “Liv and Lena have both said that Brooklyn is excited to meet her uncle.”

      Van nodded. “Fucking twelve years. I was holding Henri and thinking about how much he’s changed in three months. Twelve years I’ve lost.”

      “You didn’t lose them, Van. You watched her. Someday if you want to share that, to let her know that you have always cared, you can. Now it’s about getting to know one another.”

      “I can’t believe she’ll be here.”

      Smiling, I climbed over Van’s legs, wrapping mine around him. With his fingers splayed on my lower back and me on his lap, I leaned back and stared into the emerald eyes I loved. “I wonder if she has the gold.”

      Van grinned. “Tomorrow we’ll see for ourselves.”

      Moving his hand to my hair, Van pulled me against him. In his grasp, I felt his heart beat against mine. Our lips connected as our tongues danced. Van tasted like bourbon and toothpaste with a side of nerves. Fidgeting on his lap, my need grew as his hands found their way beneath my top.

      Leaning back, he grinned. “Strip for me, beautiful.”

      My gaze went to the monitor showing black and white footage of our sleeping son.

      The French doors facing the bay were open, allowing in the summer breeze. The sky beyond was filled with colors as purples overtook crimson and the forests around our home were green with life. The beauty in the view didn’t compare to the green gaze solely focused on me.

      I didn’t know if red sin would ever fade. I only knew it hadn’t yet.

      One by one, I removed my articles of clothing until only one remained.

      “Everything,” Van said, his deep timbre reverberating through my body, twisting my core and engorging my breasts.

      Looking down, the material showed the wetness.

      “There is nothing about you that isn’t perfect. Do I need to repeat myself?”

      Reaching behind, I unclasped my bra, letting it drop to the floor.

      Van stood, pulling his t-shirt over his head.

      There was a small scar left from where Madison’s bullet had penetrated. Each time I saw it, I didn’t linger on thoughts of Madison, but on the strength and determination of the man I loved.

      Soon, his attire matched mine—none.

      Coming closer, Van lifted me off the floor, cradling me to his chest. His grin grew as he scanned me, and his orbs shone. “Are you wet for me?”

      I shook my head. “Obviously.”

      Lowering me to the bed, he clarified. “Your pussy, beautiful.”

      “Yes.”

      As I scooted back, he followed, prowling over me like a tiger playing with his next meal. When I reached the headboard, my trek was over. I was caught—right where I wanted to be.

      Van reached for my chin, lifting it as his lips met mine. When our eyes focused on each other’s, he said, “I should leave another hickey.”

      “The only one to see it will be Henri.”

      Van’s head lowered as he peppered my flesh with kisses, some long, some sweet, lower, and lower he went until he spread my legs. As his tongue had done with our kiss, it delved within me.

      Call it hormones or whatever, but one lick was all it took.

      I stifled my scream as the orgasm hit.

      Van didn’t stop. His fingers that now filled our home with music did their magic as his mouth sucked and nipped. It wasn’t until he again brought me to ecstasy that he crawled up my body, his lips capturing mine before we became one.

      With my hands on Van’s shoulders, I became lost in our snow globe. Yes, the sun was setting, and snow was a few months away. Nevertheless, a globe was what we’d built. No longer did it contain only the two of us, yet it was home.

      As he’d always done, Van took control, moving me, morphing me, and molding me to his pleasure. That wasn’t to insinuate it wasn’t to my pleasure as well. It was. For longer than we had in our recent history, we connected and touched.

      I didn’t know if this was Van’s way of asking for my strength and reassurance that he was loved, but if it was, I’d give without question, just as he’d given me.

      Finally, we held each other under the spray of the shower.

      I laid my palm on his scratchy cheek. “Once she gets to know you, she’ll love you.”

      He tipped his head down to mine without a word.

      “I love you, Van. Henri loves you. The list could go on and on.”

      Once we were dried, we settled to sleep.

      The next morning in the kitchen, as Henri swayed in his swing and Van and I finished our coffee, Michael texted.

      “Olivia is through the gate,” he said.

      Unbuckling our son, I lifted him into my arms and followed Van to the front of the house. Though I saw his hesitation, I refused to mention it. What was about to transpire had to be on my husband’s terms. I knew that as much as I knew he loved me.

      With a scan of Van’s palm, he opened the front door. Appearing through the trees was a white SUV. Liv brought the car to the driveway and stopped as we went down the steps. Both front doors of the car opened as Liv stepped from the driver’s seat and Brooklyn came from the other side. Taller than I expected, Brooklyn was slender like her mother. Her hair was long and dark, the shade of her father’s.

      “Hello,” Liv called.

      “Welcome,” I said.

      Liv laid her hand on Brooklyn’s shoulder. “This is Brooklyn.”

      “Hi,” Van and I said in unison.

      “This is your cousin Henri,” I said, lowering myself to my knees.

      “He’s beautiful,” Liv said as she gazed down at him.

      Brooklyn’s gaze was fixed on Van. “You look like my dad.”

      My breath caught as I stood.

      “Brooke,” Liv said, “I told you about your Uncle Van and Aunt Julia. Remember, your dad, me, and Van are triplets.”

      Brooklyn nodded.

      Van leaned down and met Brooklyn’s gaze. “Your dad is my brother.”

      She looked him in the eye and tilted her head from side to side. A smile spread across her face. “No, you don’t. I was wrong.”

      “I don’t?” Van asked.

      “You don’t look just like him. Your eyes are different.” She turned to me. “Can I see my cousin?”

      I let out a breath. “You sure can. Why don’t we go inside?”

      Brooklyn looked up at the house. “It’s so big.”

      As Liv and Brooklyn walked ahead of us, Van held back.

      When I turned, I saw the smile I loved. “See.”

      “There have only been a few people who could tell us apart.”

      “Your parents?”

      Van shook his head as his green gaze glistened in the sunlight. “No, but Brooklyn can.”

      I squeezed Van’s hand. “I love you.”

      Brooklyn appeared at the doorway. “Hurry up, Uncle Van and Aunt Julia. I want to hold Henri.”

      Van held tight to my hand as we climbed the steps to our home, our family, and our forever.

      

      
        
        And they lived happily ever after

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for following the white ribbon through the journey of Van and Julia’s story. I hope you fell in love with this couple and those they love and who love them.

      

        

      
        Don’t miss Lena Montgomery’s story coming in a stand-alone romantic suspense in the multi-author series “Blurred Lines.” SILVER LINING is available now for preorder and will release October 12, 2022.

      

      

      
        
        NEW SERIES coming in 2022 - Royal Reflections. Pre-order book one, RUTHLESS REIGN, today and don’t miss a minute of this new adventure.

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed the Sin Series, check out Lennox Demetri’s story in BETRAYAL, book one of the Infidelity series, for free. To learn more about Lena’s friend, Cecilia Abernathy, the Dellinger Hotel heiress, click on the stand-alone romantic suspense KINGDOM COME. For a complete listing of Aleatha’s books go to her website or turn the pages to BOOKS BY ALEATHA.
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