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Can the death of a loved one bring two strangers together?

Cole Langston thought he had found the woman to marry, but her sudden death left a hole in his heart that he didn’t think anyone could replace. His odd dreams of his deceased girlfriend led him to her best friend, Ashley Turner. Yet, Cole keeps hearing his girlfriend’s voice in his head, urging him to help Ashley. He has two choices – believe that he has gone insane or follow the promptings.

Ashley is grief-stricken from her best friend’s death, thinking that if only she had kept a better watch over her friend, she would still be alive. Suffering from her own bad relationships, Ashley is not anxious to start dating again. But when she meets Cole for the first time, she sees why her friend had fallen in love. There is more to her friend’s death than she realizes, and together, Ashley and Cole search for answers. Both can feel their dead friend helping them with the dangerous journey.
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PROLOGUE
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Soft music set the mood for this evening’s entertainment.

Cole Langston closed his eyes as he held Erica Kramer’s petite frame, rocking back and forth to the soothing music. Romance was in the air, and he was going to make the best out of it tonight.

He had started the evening by taking her to a secluded restaurant where candlelight was the only glow in the dimly lit room. A violinist moved from table to table, playing soft, romantic music for the couples who were there to enjoy the food and atmosphere. After a satisfying dinner of lobster, steamed vegetables and baked potato, Cole took his lovely date back to her place, where she invited him inside for a nightcap.

Cole hadn’t been dating Erica as regularly as he would have liked, but the sweet-as-candy woman was perfect for him. She made him laugh, and yet, she could also be serious. He never thought he’d feel this way about a woman – mainly because they had all been after his money. However, Erica didn’t know he had money. She didn’t know about the several nightclubs he owned along with a few yacht clubs, nor his stock share in most of the Fortune 500 companies. His father taught him well, and Cole was a very wealthy man because of it.

Tonight, he would tell Erica everything about his life – the good years and the bad – that had shaped him into the man he was today. He was also going to confess his feelings, which was another first for him.

He pulled back slightly as they continued to dance, holding each other closely. She looked into his eyes and smiled. His heart warmed.

“I’ve had a wonderful time tonight,” Erica said.

Cole brushed his finger against her bare neck, loving that her short hair gave him access to this part of her that he loved kissing. Soon, he’d get to bury his face against her throat as he started the seduction. She would smell like lilacs as always. Because of her, he had come to love that scent.

“Tonight was magical.” Cole trailed his hand gently over her back. 

Erica shivered and sighed, leaning against him a little more. He loved it when she melted beneath his touch. He felt the same way those times she touched him. They were meant for each other.

Cole dropped his face to her neck, near her ear. “I love you, Erica.” He kissed her. “Will you be mine forever? Marry me, please.”

Immediately, her body grew limp. He stopped swaying with the music and lifted his head to look at her lovely face. Slowly, the color disappeared from her face, but then splotches of blood oozed from her eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. Cole panicked and stepped back, dropping his hands from her body. Her pleading eyes were begging for his help.

“Cole, you have to stop this. Find Ashley. She’ll know what to do.”

Mystified and desperate to understand what was going on, Cole reached for Erica, but he couldn’t grasp her. Gradually, she faded into nothingness. He wanted to scream as confusion continued to fill him to the point that he couldn’t breathe. Who was Ashley? What did he need to stop?

The music continued playing in the background, and his body swayed. His stomach churned, and he felt the urge to evict the contents inside.

Dizziness assailed him, and he blinked, trying to clear the clouds out of his eyes. A bright light rested on his face. He squinted, trying to see. From the window, the bright light from the morning sun shone through the blinds. The swaying movement increased, as did his rolling stomach. Finally, he gained his bearings and noticed the familiar wood of the walls in his yacht, reminding him of where he had fallen asleep. But he couldn’t remember how he had gotten here in the first place. 

His beautiful, sweet Erica had been a dream – a dream he’d had nearly every night for two months. Sadness filled his heart, making him want to cry all over again. But he couldn’t shed any more tears. He was done beating himself up for not confessing his love and being too chicken to ask her to marry him before she died.

If only he had told her sooner. They would have been married and on their honeymoon to Paris or Italy. She wouldn’t have been at the convention at the Grand Hotel with lawyers from all over California. Erica and some of her other lawyer friends, had attended the convention that weekend. Cole was going to join her Saturday night for the dinner social that was held on the roof. If only he’d arrived a half-hour earlier...

The police had called it an accident – that Erica had probably consumed too much alcohol, walked close to the edge, and somehow tripped. She’d fallen twelve stories to her death.

Cole rolled over on his side and stared at the digital clock on the wall. Lately, ten o’clock in the morning was too early for him to wake up. He yawned and stretched his arms over his head. Why couldn’t he remember how he came to be on his yacht? Suddenly, a piercing pain streaked across his brow, and he flinched, closing his eyes.

Cole swore. Since Erica’s death, his constant companion had been tequila... and bourbon... and wine. Lots of wine from his friend, Thomas Powers’ wineries, because that was the best kind to drink. No wonder Cole couldn’t remember anything. He’d been a full-fledged drunk since the funeral.

A wave hit the side of the yacht hard, causing his stomach to churn harder. 

I’m going to lose it... Cole jumped out of bed and ran into the bathroom and right to the toilet – the porcelain God he paid homage to every morning, afternoon, and sometimes in the evening. He hadn’t consumed this much alcohol in years. Perhaps he was too old, and that’s why he couldn’t hold his liquor any longer. But drowning his sorrows to where he couldn’t remember his name or where he lived was all he wanted to do. He just didn’t care about anything. Drinking himself into a stupor made him forget about his shattered heart.

Confident that he’d emptied the contents of his stomach, Cole moved to the sink and splashed water on his face. His hair was disarrayed, and a ragged beard covered the lower half of his face. Apparently, he hadn’t shaved since the funeral, either.

As he stared at the disgusting man in the mirror, confusion clouded his mind. The last thing he remembered was being in Las Vegas with a bunch of friends. They were club-hopping mostly, but they visited casinos as well since he owned a few. Yet, if he was in Las Vegas, what was he doing on his yacht in California? 

He turned and left the bathroom, tripping on his feet a few times. Going back to bed was his goal – and sleeping until his heart stopped hurting was the end result.

As he neared the bed, he stopped suddenly. Movement from under the sheet caught his attention. The bare back of a woman with long auburn hair lay on the white pillowcase. 

He blinked again and moved closer to the bed. The woman rolled over and yawned. Feeling uncertain, he carefully moved the woman’s hair away from her eyes. She blinked and smiled at him. 

Cole gasped. What was Pamela Birmingham doing in his bed? He’d never found her attractive. For a few years, she had followed her older sister, Angie, around as they stalked Cole and his friends. This group of women was known as the billionaire’s groupies. Yet, in all this time, Pamela had never zeroed Cole out. The women in this group only wanted to find rich boyfriends to turn into husbands.

Pamela batted her fake eyelashes. “Good morning, my sweet husband,” she slurred. 

Another gasp ripped from Cole’s throat as confusion filled him faster. What was she saying? He wasn’t married. She must have been drunker than he was.

“Pamela, what are you doing here?” Cole grabbed his jeans and pulled them on, trying not to tip over with the sloshing of the boat on the waves. “Please tell me we didn’t...”

“Cole, don’t you remember?” Pamela sat up in the bed, grinning. “We are married.”

Cole moved to the dresser and pulled out a clean shirt. Then, his gaze fell upon the white cardstock certificate resting on top of the oak dresser. He picked it up and studied it carefully. 

Certificate of Marriage. Cole Langston to Pamela Birmingham. April   10. Las Vegas. 

The certificate slipped from his hands and floated to the ground. No! This couldn’t be happening! Was he still dreaming? Yet, the sinking feeling in his gut told him that he wasn’t dreaming since Pamela had never been in his thoughts. 

How could he get out of this nightmare? 
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Ashley Turner leaned back in her chair as her frustrated client – an award-winning, best-selling romance author – told her about finding another writer who had plagiarized her stories. Stealing other writers’ words, thoughts, and ideas was a big deal in the legal world. Thankfully, Ashley’s client had a copy of the unknown writer’s first book, which proved she had stolen Ashley’s client’s work.

This case was easy-peasy. Sadly, though, the court system was overloaded with cases, which meant taking this plagiarizer to court would take at least a year. And who knew how long the plaintiff would drag things out.

Ashley had never taken on a case like this, but she was eager to get started. Author M.S. Campbell had actually started with another lawyer in the firm and had recently been given to Ashley. 

She couldn’t stop the ache filling her chest as she thought about Erica Kramer, attorney at law at Ellis, Grey, and Stone LLP. Erica had been such a dear friend to Ashley, and she still couldn’t come to terms with her friend’s death. An accident? The idea was too far-fetched. Erica had not been drinking too much that night, as the police had mentioned. Ashley should know. She was there at the convention and the party afterward, and Erica did not drink as much as the police accused her of consuming.

Adjusting in her chair, Ashley tried not to think about her friend or about how much she missed Erica. Instead, focusing on the client was what should have Ashley’s full attention right now. Although it had been two months since Erica’s death, losing a good friend was hard to get over.

“And, if you read chapter five,” the client pointed to the paperback book, “you’ll see that it’s nearly word-for-word.” M.S. Campbell rolled her brown eyes and shook her head of auburn curls. “I’m just astounded by this author’s lack of intelligence. You’d think that if you’re going to steal someone else’s work, you will try to hide it better. Right?”

Ashley nodded at the middle-aged woman. “But, that’s only going to help our case more.” She picked up the romance novel. Two half-dressed models holding each other provocatively, appearing to be in love, graced the book cover. She didn’t have to read the story to know that it would be nothing but smut. She enjoyed a good romance book – or movie – but she hated to read a story about two people who were supposed to be falling in love when all the two could think about was sex. Nope. That wasn’t what Ashley wanted to read.

Unfortunately, she had to read this book now – at least read enough to compare M.S. Campbell’s writing to this unknown author. 

Ashley explained to her client how she would proceed from this point. She encouraged the author to continue to find proof of the other author’s plagiarism and turn them into Ashley. 

Soon, the meeting was over, and once the client left, Ashley typed up notes. Several times, she had to stop and shake away her errant thoughts. Since Erica’s funeral, it had been so difficult to concentrate at work. Ashley wasn’t the only one who became distracted. Most of the lawyers in the firm also had a hard time believing one of their own was gone.

If only someone had seen what happened that night. Ashley had been getting to know Mark Freeman, a lawyer from San Diego, and hadn’t seen what happened to her friend. In fact, nobody on the roof had seen Erica plummet to her death. They hadn’t realized what had happened until someone, who had been in the parking garage and heard the sirens, rushed up to the roof party to let everyone know.

Closing her eyes, Ashley took in a deep breath, trying to keep the tears from falling. She couldn’t get past the feeling that she should have been a better friend. She should have been closer to Erica during that party. She should have...

Ashley exhaled slowly. No. She couldn’t take the blame, but how could she stop?

The grumbling of her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten. Being hypoglycemic, Ashley knew she had to eat something small every few hours or her blood sugar would drop. When that happened, her mind wouldn’t function, and she became shaky and weak. She couldn’t feel that way and be a lawyer. Thankfully, she maintained her diet, and her blood sugar rarely dropped anymore.

Ashley pushed away from the desk and stood. She stretched her legs and arched her back. She’d been sitting all morning long, busy with clients. Since the funeral, she hadn’t been taking appointments because she needed time to mourn. Now she was playing catch-up. 

She reached in the bottom desk drawer and pulled out her purse. As she walked out of her office, she pulled her door closed. 

“Lilly,” she said to the office secretary, “I’m going to lunch now, but I’ll be back before my next appointment at one o’clock.”

Lilly shook her head. Hair spray had coated her spiky black hair so well it didn’t move from the motion.

“Your one o’clock canceled.”

Sighing, Ashley stopped. Meredith Barker was known for canceling her appointment. Ashley should have realized that most divorce cases with an abusive partner rarely ever made it to trial after the first attempt. She prayed Meredith hadn’t let her abusive husband guilt her into forgiving him.

“Thanks, Lilly.” Ashley continued out of the suite and toward the building’s elevator. 

Representing these types of divorce cases was so very hard, especially when it brought back memories of her own divorce. Ashley and Shawn had been married eighteen months, and that was seventeen months too long. After saying I do, Shawn changed. He wasn’t the kind and loving man she thought she’d married. Instead, he became the lazy, good-for-nothing husband that couldn’t say anything nice. His verbal abuse was just as damaging as any physical abuse would have been. Thankfully, she hadn’t stuck around long enough to find out if he would have been that kind of husband.

It was actually sweet and caring Erica who helped Ashley through her rough divorce. Shawn tried a few times to get her back, but Erica made Ashley realize that he wasn’t changing and that insults would always come from his obnoxious mouth. Ashley was blessed to have a friend who stood by her side through it all. And, she was grateful that after the divorce, Shawn treated her kindly. To say they were friends now might be a stretch, but at least they were civil to each other.

The elevator doors opened, and Ashley rushed out, not seeing the man who tried to enter. Before she could stop, she ran into him. She wobbled, trying not to lose her balance, but her legs wobbled on her three-inch high heels. Without thinking, she placed her hands on his chest, hoping it would help steady herself. 

His hands gripped her upper arms, keeping her from falling. She snapped her gaze up to meet his. Immediately, she noticed his incredible emerald eyes, and as she glanced over the rest of his face, she realized it wasn’t just his eyes that were amazing. He was one very handsome man.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.” She stepped away quickly. The warmth from his muscular chest was still imprinted on her palms. Now that she finally noticed him, she wished she hadn’t. He was dressed in cowboy attire – black felt cowboy hat, deep blue blazer with a white shirt underneath, and black string tie. Dark blue jeans and shiny black boots completed his sexy look. And to think, she didn’t like cowboys. But this cowboy was the exception.

“Pardon me, ma’am.” He removed his hat. “It was my fault.”

Although she didn’t like being called ma’am – since that phrase should be saved for the more older woman, in her opinion – she found it refreshing that he was a real old-fashion gentleman and removed his hat in front of a lady. His thick, light-brown hair waved slightly away from his face. He looked good with or without the hat.

“No, it wasn’t your fault,” she told him. “I was in a hurry to get to lunch, and I had things on my mind. That’s a bad combination for someone trying to keep alert.”

She moved out of his way. “I’ll let you get to where you were going now.”

He pointed up as he stepped into the elevator. “I’m on my way to Ellis, Grey, and Stone – the law firm.”

Her interest piqued. “That’s where I work. Who were you going to see?”

“Ashley Turner.”

She hitched a breath. Why was he going to see her? She didn’t have an appointment until two. “I’m Ashley Turner.”

His eyes widened as his gaze swept over her slowly. It made her uncomfortable that he was checking her out so thoroughly. She wore one of her favorite business suits today. A blue-gray pant suit with a purple blouse. Since her divorce, she hadn’t been social enough to have men look at her in this way. And, although it caused little flutters in her stomach, she knew she wouldn’t do anything to encourage this man. 

His smile grew. “I should have recognized you.”

Confusion filled her. Had they met before? “I’m sorry, but... do I know you?”

The elevator doors started to close, so he quickly stepped out and in front of her. He was a tall man, but thankfully, not so tall that she’d break her neck looking at him. 

“I’m Cole Langston. We met at Erica’s funeral.”

Ashley searched through her memory of that very sad day. She’d been a mess, and she’d cried all day. She couldn’t remember meeting anyone, although she was sure she talked to some of Erica’s other friends who were shocked by her sudden death.

Slowly, Ashley shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t remember you.”

“I was dating Erica... before she died.”

Ashley’s breath stalled in her throat. Even if she didn’t recall meeting him, she did remember Erica’s stories of the gorgeous man she’d been dating and the one man who had stolen her heart. 

Struggling to smile, Ashley offered her hand. “Nice to meet you again, Mr. Langston.”

“Call me Cole.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry that you’re on your way to see me, but it’s my lunchtime, and—”

“Are you meeting friends?”

“Uh, no.”

“Your husband or boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Good.” Cole moved his arm around her, placing his palm on her back as he gently turned her toward the front doors. “I’ll go with you. My treat.”

She wasn’t used to having a man be so bold as to invite himself to lunch. Yet, she couldn’t tell him no. Part of her wanted to know how he was doing. And, of course, she wouldn’t mind hearing stories of when Erica was dating him.

“Well, I suppose.”

As they walked out of the building, Cole kept his hand on her back. Once again, she felt uncomfortable, but this time it was because the darn butterflies in her stomach were dancing faster. She inhaled, taking a cleansing breath. She must not act this way around him. Sure, he was a gorgeous man, but she wasn’t interested in dating cowboys – or men who her best friend had once loved.
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His bad luck streak would finally change. Cole felt it in his gut... and since he’d been sober since Pamela had sprung that shocking news on him, he knew the feeling in his gut was different.

Cole’s day was getting better by the second. Besides the fact that he found a close parking spot on one of San Francisco’s busy streets, he bumped into the beautiful Ashley Turner. He could still hear Erica’s voice from his dreams telling him to find Ashley. He had no idea who Erica had been referring to since he never met any of her friends. So, he looked into the law firm where Erica had worked and found the name of Ashley Turner.

“There’s a bistro just up the street,” Ashley commented. “I usually go there for lunch. They have good food and fast service. But it’s fine. You don’t need to pay for my meal. I’m completely capable—”

“I didn’t say that you weren’t capable,” Cole interrupted and smiled. “Any friend of Erica’s is a friend of mine.”

The warm weather and light breeze made walking up the street very pleasant. Then again, Cole enjoyed being with sweet women who were easy on the eyes. Her copper-colored hair curled down around her shoulders, and he found it relaxing to gaze into her bright amber eyes. She was a tall, slender woman but still shorter than he was. She wore a dark gray pants’ suit with a purple blouse, complimented by her high heels. She was dressed like a lawyer but sexier than most. Erica had dressed this way, too.

“I remember Erica talking about you,” Ashley said after a few minutes of silence. 

“She did?” His heartbeat picked up.

“Yes. She had nothing but good things to say about the guy she was seeing, which I’m assuming was you.”

He hoped she hadn’t been seeing anyone else. “I met Erica at a benefit dinner for an elementary school that was in Oakland. The school had fire damage. The school was for kids with Autism, if I recall.” He smiled as he remembered her dropping her plate of food on the floor when a child bumped into her. He immediately went to her rescue. 

Ashley smiled, and her pretty eyes sparkled. “Erica loved helping out when she could. Her niece had attended that school a year ago. Why were you there? Did you have affiliations with the school?”

Cole hesitated, once again, not wanting to tell the beautiful girl of his billions. He loved to help charities since they were good tax write-offs. “It was a huge community event, and since I’m part of the community...” He shrugged. “Fate was helping me out, I think.”

“So, you live in Oakland?” 

“Actually, I live in Napa Valley.” He stopped in front of the bistro. “Many neighboring cities were invited. I showed up to support them, and I am so happy I did. Erica was very special. She had a big heart.”

Cole held the door open for Ashley as she entered first. The waitress grabbed two menus and seated them outside on the patio. 

“May I get you some drinks?” the waitress asked politely. 

“Iced Tea,” Ashley replied.

“Make that two.” Cole nodded. He removed his cowboy hat and sat it on the chair next to him. He ran his fingers quickly through his hair, knowing that the hat had flattened his look. “So, Ashley, how long did you work with her?”

“I’ve been at the firm for five years. Erica was hired a year before me. She took me under her wing and helped me learn the ropes. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend and coworker.” Ashley’s voice cracked. “Sorry, I still get a little choked up. The past few months of grieving still hasn’t healed the wounds of her absence.”

“My thoughts exactly.” He swallowed the emotion clogging his throat. “You know, I was going to meet her that night. Traffic was bad, and it delayed my arrival. I feel if I would have gotten there sooner, maybe I could have saved her. I just don’t understand the whole thing.” Cole shook his head. “The whole time I knew her, she never drank to where she was out of control. Never. So, why had she fallen?”

Ashley nodded and looked down at her menu. Her amber eyes watered, and his heart twisted. It was all he could do not to take her in his arms and share the grief they both had for Erica. But, this was the friend of the woman he once loved. He shouldn’t be thinking about holding Ashley and sharing anything with her. Yet, he was a normal man who longed for love. 

Love. Which was the main reason why he was here. Plain and simple, Cole had been tricked. Pamela tried to convince him that they were in love, but there was no way he could ever love that woman. In fact, finding love after losing Erica so tragically would be a long road ahead. He was sure of it.

A cold shiver ran through him. He needed to end his marriage as soon as possible. Pamela Birmingham was insane. A simple annulment would be ideal, but Pamela threatened to ruin his life if he left her. Apparently, he said something – or signed something – while under the influence of tequila that would keep them married. This was exactly what he needed to discuss with Ashley. He hoped he could convince her to take his case. But for now, he wouldn’t think about his psycho wife. Instead, he’d enjoy the company of a lovely woman as they talked about their memories of the deceased.

The waitress had taken their orders, and he and Ashley chit-chatted about Erica and the funny things she used to do. Cole was happy to hear of the other good deeds Erica had done. 

“You know,” Cole played with his napkin on the table, “I was going to propose to her that night. I had been dragging my feet for so long. I was afraid that she’d turn and run from me.” He chuckled with a hint of sadness.

“Erica had never been happier.” Ashley smiled. “I doubt she would have run. She deserved happiness, and I believe that she found that with you.”

Cole’s heart tightened, wishing to see Erica one more time. He looked away and noticed the commotion at the table next to his and Ashley’s table. A couple of ladies frantically looked through their purses. One had a few dollars in her hand while she and the other woman continued searching for more. The waitress’ mouth was pinched together as irritation showed on her expression.

“You know,” the waitress said with an attitude, “we do take credit cards.” 

The embarrassment on the women’s faces tugged at his heart as he remembered days where he forgot his credit card. Cole turned back to Ashley, who seemed to have noticed where his gaze had gone to.

He stood. “Excuse me, for a moment,” he told Ashley. “I’ll be right back.”

Cole stepped to the next table while pulling out his wallet. He handed the waitress a fifty-dollar bill. “I’ve got this.” He winked at the ladies. Their mouths dropped open, and then one of them started getting a tear in her eye. 

“Thank you, thank you so much. How can I repay you?” the one teary-eyed lady asked. “Here, take what we have.” She snatched the money out of her friend’s hand and tried giving it to Cole. 
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