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      RUDE AWAKENING


      “Who the hell are you?” they asked in unison.


      “I’m Jillian Samuels,” she said as he said, “I’m Tucker Manning.”


      And then they both said, “What are you doing here?”


      It was a very strange moment. It wasn’t every day that a man met his fantasy woman. She’s not your fantasy woman. You just had a dream about her. Except it hadn’t been just your run-of-the-mill dream. It had been a portentous vision.

      


      “You go first,” Tuck said. “You’re the visitor.”


      “Actually,” Jillian drew herself up to her full height, which had to be close to six feet. “I’m not.”


      She reached into a purse the size of Michigan and pulled out some kind of legal document. “Deed to this house.” She drew in

         a deep breath.

      


      He couldn’t help noticing her chest rise. If the vision he’d had of her was in any way accurate, she had a great pair of breasts

         underneath that fluffy red sweater.

      


      “Why are you staring at me like that?” she snapped.


      “Like what?” Tucker forced his eyes off her breasts and onto her face.


      “Like you know what I look like without my clothes on.”


   

      CRITICS LOVE LORI WILDE’S NOVELS!


      ADDICTED TO LOVE


      “4 Stars! Entertaining and humorous … There’s a seriousness to it also, as the heroine learns to recognize real love and caring.

         Wilde again includes secondary romances that are intriguing, entertaining, and hot.”

      


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Wilde brings romance fans a feel-good, laugh-out-loud read … one of the best romantic comedies I’ve read in a long time.”


      —

            NightsandWeekends.com


      “Charming … lighthearted fun … strong secondary romances enhance an engaging Valentine tale.”


      —Midwest Book Review


      “Rachel and Brody’s love/hate relationship had me giggling … but there are tender moments as well. Supporting characters …

         fill this story with humor and romance.”

      


      —

            BookLoons.com


      “An A+ Review! A really great book and I recommend it to everyone and anyone who wants to read a good love story … I’m eagerly

         going to fetch out the other books by this author.”

      


      —

            ReadingRomanceBooks.com


      “There are plenty of laugh-out-loud moments and hot romance.”


      —Parkersburg News & Sentinel (WV)


      “Will charm the romantic’s heart.”


      —

            JandysBooks.com


      “A fun, lighthearted romp.”


      —

            LikesBooks.com


      “Funny, engaging, and a joy to read … contains chuckles from start to finish and a few feel-good moments too! Overall, a great

         story.”

      


      —

            TheRomanceReadersConnection.com


      ONCE SMITTEN, TWICE SHY


      “A light, entertaining read.”


      —

            NightsAndWeekends.com


      “An endearing tale … a feel-good read.”


      —

            JandysBooks.com


      “Lori Wilde at her best … The magic and romance that Ms. Wilde began in her first book in the series, There Goes the Bride, continues in this novel … I really loved this story. The writing is wonderful and the plot grabbed my attention from the

         first page. I fell in love with the characters and couldn’t wait to see how they worked everything out.”

      


      —

            ContemporaryRomanceWriters.com


      “A definite crowd pleaser … Lori Wilde can write very engaging and quirky romances and Once Smitten, Twice Shy is one of them … [A] good read with some suspense to boot.”

      


      —

            FreshFiction.com


      “A wild ride on an emotional roller coaster.”


      —

            FallenAngelReviews.com


      “Amusing … an entertaining contemporary romance.”


      —Midwest Book Review


      THERE GOES THE BRIDE


      “I adored this book! I even kept it in my purse in the hopes that I would have a few minutes in which to squeeze a paragraph

         or two … I can’t wait to read the next in this wonderful new series … Superb!”

      


      —

            TheRomanceReadersConnection.com


      “A fun, sweet romance.”


      —

            ArmchairInterviews.com


      “The passion in There Goes the Bride is enjoyable … another solid romance from Lori Wilde.”

      


      —

            MyShelf.com


      “There Goes the Bride is a [Lori] Wilde madcap contemporary romance.”

      


      —Midwest Book Review


      “A charming romance novel.”


      —

            JandysBooks.com


      “FOUR HEARTS! Ms. Wilde conquers a whole new part of the romance genre … lots of funny elements and a great cast of characters.”


      —

            LovesRomanceandMore.com


      YOU ONLY LOVE TWICE


      “Part thriller, part adventure, and always humorous, Wilde’s latest is just what the doctor ordered to chase away the blues.

         This author proves that she does humor right.”

      


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Fast-paced adventure, sexy situations, and lots of suspense will make Wilde’s book appeal to a wide spectrum of readers.”


      —Booklist


      “Readers will be … laughing at the shenanigans.”


      —Publishers Weekly


      MISSION: IRRESISTIBLE


      “4 Stars! This novel has a nice balance of humor, sexy romance, and a large splash of danger.”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Sexy … An action-packed, fast-paced adventure.”


      —Booklist


      CHARMED AND DANGEROUS


      “This zany romantic comedy will steal your heart … sexy, fun, and hard to put down … pure delight.”


      —

            TheBestReviews.com


      “Witty … the chemistry between David and Maddie is hot enough to satisfy those looking for light summer reading.”


      —Publishers Weekly


      “Lovable … Wilde has a unique voice that will soar her to publishing heights.”


      —Rendezvous


      LICENSE TO THRILL


      “With a sassy, in-your-face style reminiscent of Janet Evanovich, Wilde has created an unforgettable heroine.”


      —Booklist


      “Sexy … Wilde dishes up a delicacy that really hits the spot.”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Great fun … A wild ride! Her characters are so alive and the plot is outstanding. I loved every word.”


      —Rendezvous


   

      ALSO BY LORI WILDE


      License to Thrill


      Charmed and Dangerous


      Mission: Irresistible


      You Only Love Twice


      There Goes the Bride


      Once Smitten, Twice Shy


      Addicted to Love


   

      Michele Bidelspach—the most insightful, understanding editor I have ever worked with.


      Thank you for the Gilmore Girls.


      May you find that grand love of your very own.


   

      Acknowledgments


      Thanks to Lou Ann King for showing me around her quaint little Colorado lake town. I love you like a sister. Thanks to legal

         eagles and fellow writers Dorien Kelley and Jamie Denton for all their help with the legal mumbo jumbo. Any mistakes are solely

         my own. You guys rock!

      


   

      Jillian’s Story


   

      Chapter One


      Houston deputy district attorney Jillian Samuels did not believe in magic.

      


      She didn’t throw pennies into wishing wells, didn’t pluck four-leaf clovers from springtime meadows, didn’t blow out birthday-cake

         candles, and didn’t wish on falling stars.

      


      For Jillian, the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny had always been myths. And as for Santa Claus, even thinking about the jolly

         fat guy in the red suit knotted her stomach. She’d tried believing in him once, and all she’d gotten in the pink stocking

         she’d hung on the mantel were two chunks of Kingsford’s charcoal—the kind without lighter fluid.

      


      Later, she’d realized her stepmother put the coal in her stocking, but on that Christmas morning, while the other kids rode

         bicycles, tossed footballs, and combed Barbie’s hair, Jillian received her message loud and clear.

      


      You’re a very bad girl.


      No, Jillian didn’t believe in magic or fairy tales or happily-ever-afters, even though her three best friends, Delaney, Tish,

         and Rachael, had supposedly found their true loves after wishing on what they claimed was a magic wedding veil. Her friends

         had even dared to pass the damnable veil along to her, telling Jillian it would grant her heart’s greatest desire. But she

         wasn’t falling for such nonsense. She snorted whenever she thought of the three-hundred-year-old lace wedding veil shoved

         away in a cedar chest along with her winter cashmere sweaters.

      


      When it came to romance, Jillian was of the same mind as Hemingway: When two people love each other, there can be no happy ending. Clearly, Hemingway knew what he was talking about.

      


      Not that Jillian could claim she’d ever been in love. She’d decided a long time ago love was best avoided. She liked her life

         tidy, and from what she’d seen of it, love was sprawling and messy and complicated. Besides, love required trust, and trust

         wasn’t her strong suit.

      


      Jillian did not believe in magic, but she did believe in hard work, success, productivity, and justice. The closest she ever

         came to magic were those glorious courtroom moments when a judge in a black robe read the jury’s guilty verdict.

      


      This morning in late September, dressed in a no-nonsense navy-blue pin-striped Ralph Lauren suit, a cream-colored silk blouse,

         and Jimmy Choo stilettos to show off the shapely curve of her calves and add three inches to her already imposing five-foot-ten-inch

         height, Jillian stood at attention waiting for the verdict to be read.

      


      On the outside, she looked like a dream prosecutor—statuesque, gorgeous, young, and smart. But underneath the clothes and

         the makeup and her cool, unshakeable countenance, Jillian Samuels was still that same little girl who hadn’t rated a Christmas

         present from Santa.

      


      “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, have you reached a verdict in this case?” Judge Atwood asked.


      “We have, Your Honor,” answered the foreman, a big slab of a guy with carrot-colored hair and freckled skin.


      “Please hand your decision to the bailiff,” the judge directed.


      Jillian drew a breath, curling her fingernails into her palms. Before the reading of every verdict, she felt slightly sick

         to her stomach.

      


      The bailiff, a gangly, bulldog-faced middle-aged man with a Magnum P.I. mustache, walked the piece of paper across the courtroom

         to the judge’s bench. Judge Atwood opened it, read it, and then glared at the defendant over the top of his reading glasses.

      


      Twenty-three-year-old Randal Petry had shot Gladys Webelow, an eighty-two-year-old great-grandmother, in the upper thigh while

         robbing a Dash and Go last Christmas Eve. Gladys had been buying a bottle of Correctol and a quart of 2 percent milk. He’d

         made off with forty-seven dollars from the cash register, a fistful of Slim Jims, and a twenty-four pack of Old Milwaukee.

      


      “Will the defendant please rise?” Atwood handed the verdict back to the bailiff, who gave it to the jury foreman to read aloud.


      Head held high, Petry got to his feet. The man was a scumbag, but Jillian had to admire his defiance.


      “Randal LeRoy Petry, on the count of armed robbery, you are found guilty as charged,” the foreman announced. As the foreman

         kept reading the verdicts on the other charges leveled against Petry, Jillian waited for the victorious wash of relief she

         always experienced when the word guilty was spoken. Waited for the happy sag to her shoulders, the warm satisfaction in her belly, the skip of victory in her pulse.

      


      But the triumph did not come.


      Instead, she felt numb, lifeless, and very detached as if she were standing at the far end of some distant tunnel.


      Waiting … waiting …


      For what, she didn’t know.


      People in the gallery were getting up, heading for the door. The court-appointed defense attorney collected his papers and

         stuffed them into his scuffed briefcase. The guards were hauling Petry off to jail. Judge Atwood left the bench.

      


      And Jillian just kept standing.


      Waiting.


      It scared her. This nonfeeling. This emptiness. Her fingernails bit into the flesh of her palms, but she couldn’t feel that

         either.

      


      “You gonna stand there all day, Samuels, or what? You won. Go knock back a shot of Jose Cuervo.”


      Jillian jerked her head around. Saw Keith Whippet, the prosecutor on the next case, waiting to take his place at her table.

         Whippet was as lean as his name, with mean eyes and a cheap suit.

      


      “Chop, chop.” He slammed his briefcase down on the desk. “I got people to fry.”


      “Yes,” Jillian said, but she could barely hear herself. She was a bright kite who’d broken loose from its tether, flying high

         into a cloudless blue sky. Up, up, and away, higher and higher, smaller and smaller. Soon she would disappear, a speck in

         the air.

      


      What was happening to her?


      She looked at Whippet, a weasly guy who’d asked her out on numerous occasions, and she’d shattered his hopes every single

         time until he’d finally given up. Now he was just rude. Whippet made shooing motions.

      


      Jillian blinked, grabbed her briefcase, and darted from the courtroom.


      Blake.


      She had to talk to her mentor, District Attorney Blake Townsend. He would know what to do. He’d tell her this feeling was

         completely normal. That it was okay if the joy was gone. She would survive.

      


      Except it wasn’t okay, because her job was the only thing that gave her joy. If she’d lost the ability to derive pleasure

         from putting the bad guys behind bars, what did that leave her?

      


      The thing was, she couldn’t feel happy about jailing Petry, because she knew there were thousands more like him. She knew

         the prisons were overcrowded, and they would let Petry out of jail on good behavior after he’d served only a fraction of his

         sentence to make room for a new batch of Petrys.

      


      The realization wasn’t new. What was startlingly fresh was the idea that her work didn’t matter. She was insignificant. The

         justice system was a turnstile, and her arms were growing weary of holding open the revolving door.

      


      She was so unsettled by the thought that she found it difficult to catch her breath.


      Blake. She needed to speak to Blake.


      Anxiety rushed her from the courthouse to the district attorney’s office across the street, her heels clicking a rapid rhythm

         against the sidewalk that matched the elevated tempo of her pulse.

      


      By the time she stepped into the DA’s office, she was breathing hard and sweating. She caught a glimpse of her reflection

         in a window and saw that her sleek dark hair, usually pulled back in a loose chignon, had slumped from the clasp and was tumbling

         about her shoulders.

      


      What was happening to her?


      The whole room went suddenly silent, and everyone stared in her direction.


      “Is Blake in his office?” she asked the DA’s executive assistant, Francine Weathers.


      Francine blinked, and it was only then that Jillian noticed her reddened eyes. The woman had been crying. She stepped closer,

         the anxiety she’d been feeling morphed into real fear.

      


      She stood there for a moment, panting, terrified, heart rapidly pounding, staring at Francine’s round, middle-aged face. She

         knew something bad had happened before she ever asked the question.

      


      “What’s wrong?”


      The secretary dabbed at her eyes with a Kleenex. “You haven’t heard?”


      A hot rush of apprehension raised the hairs on the nape of her neck. “Heard what? I’ve been in court. The Petry case.”


      “I …” Francine sniffed. “He …”


      Jillian stepped closer and awkwardly put a hand on the older woman’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”


      Francine shook her head and burst into a fresh round of tears. Jillian dropped her hand. She’d never been very good at comforting

         people. She was the pit bull who went after the accused. Gentleness was foreign.

      


      “This morning, Blake … he …”


      Jillian’s blood pumped faster. “Yes?”


      “It’s terrible, unthinkable.”


      “What?”


      “Such a shame. He was only fifty-six.”


      Jillian grit her teeth to keep from taking the woman by the shoulders and shaking her. “Just tell me. What’s happened?”


      Francine hiccoughed, sniffled into a tissue, and then finally whispered,


      “Blake dropped dead this morning in the middle of Starbucks while ordering a grande soy latte.”


      THE NEXT FEW DAYS passed in a fog. Jillian went about her work and attended her cases, but it felt as if someone else was in her body performing

         the tasks while her mind shut down, disconnected from her emotions. She’d never experienced such hollow emptiness. But she

         could not cry. The tears stuffed up her head, made her temples throb, but no matter how much she wanted to sob, she simply

         could not. 

      


      Francine had learned from Blake’s doctor that he’d had an inoperable brain tumor he’d told no one about. That new knowledge

         cut Jillian to the quick. He hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her he was dying.

      


      The morning of Blake’s memorial service dawned unseasonably cold for the end of September in Texas. Thick gray clouds matted

         the sky, threatening rain. The wind gusted out of the north at twenty-five miles an hour, blowing shivers up Jillian’s black

         wool skirt.

      


      She still couldn’t believe Blake was gone. Speculation about who would be appointed to take his place swirled through the

         office, but, grief-stricken, Jillian didn’t give the issue much consideration. Blake was gone, and no one could ever replace

         him in her heart.

      


      Learning of her mentor’s death compounded the feelings of edge-of-the-world desolation that had overcome her during Petry’s

         trial. She’d met Blake when he’d been a guest lecturer in her summer-school class on criminal law at the University of Houston.

         He’d found her questions insightful, and she’d thought he was one of the smartest men she’d ever met.

      


      Their attraction was strictly mental. They admired each other’s brains. Plus, Jillian had lost a father, and Blake had let

         a daughter slip away. When Blake had been elected district attorney about the same time Jillian graduated from law school,

         his offer of a job in the DA’s office was automatic.

      


      Jillian didn’t question if it was the right step for her. Blake was there. She went. Other than Delaney, Tish, and Rachael,

         Blake was the closest thing to family she could claim.

      


      The memorial service was held in an empty courtroom at the Harris County Courthouse. Law was Blake’s religion. Saying farewell

         in a church didn’t seem fitting. Francine had made all the arrangements. The room was jam-packed with colleagues, opponents,

         allies, and adversaries. But there was no family present. Blake had been as alone in the world as Jillian.

      


      A poster-sized photograph of Blake sat perched on the judge’s bench. Beside it was the urn that held his ashes. The smell

         of stargazer lilies and chrysanthemums permeated the courtroom. Jillian took a seat in the back row of the gallery. Her head

         hurt from all the tears she’d been unable to shed. Her throat was tight. Her heart scraped the ground.

      


      Suddenly a memory flashed into her head. One night, four months earlier, she’d gone over to Blake’s house for dinner to celebrate

         putting a cop killer on death row. She’d expected Blake to be in a good mood. He was supposed to be cooking her favorite meal,

         spaghetti and meatballs. She’d brought a bottle of Chianti for the occasion. Instead, after he’d invited her in, he told her

         he’d ordered takeout Chinese and then he’d gone to sit in the bay window alcove overlooking the lake behind his property,

         a wistful expression on his face.

      


      She sat beside him, waiting for him to tell her what had happened, but he did not. Finally, after several minutes of watching

         him watch the birds landing on the lake for the evening, she’d asked, “Blake? Is something wrong?”

      


      He tilted his gray head at her. He looked so tired, and he gave her a slight smile. “You should get married,” he’d murmured.


      “Huh?” She’d blinked.


      “You shouldn’t be here hanging out with an old man. You should be dating, forming relationships, finding a good guy, getting

         married.”

      


      She hadn’t expected the hit to her gut that his words inflicted. “You know I’m not a big believer in marriage.”


      Blake had looked away from her then, his eyes back on the birds and the lake. “You deserve love, Jillian.”


      She had no answer for that. “Marriage didn’t work out so well for you.”


      “Because I screwed it up. God, if only I could go back in time …” He let his words trail off.


      “Did something happen?”


      He glanced at her again, and for just a second she saw the starkest regret in his eyes. Regret tinged with fear. The look

         vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and she convinced herself she must have imagined it.

      


      “Nah.” He waved a hand. “Just an old man getting maudlin.”


      The doorbell had rang then. The delivery driver with their kung pao chicken and steamed pork dumplings. The rest of the evening

         Blake had been his usual self, but now, looking back on the moment, Jillian couldn’t help wondering if that was the day he’d

         been diagnosed with the brain tumor.

      


      She blinked back the memory. Her nose burned. Oh, Blake, why didn’t you tell me you were dying? He’d worked up until the last minute of his life and then died so tritely in Starbucks.

      


      Jillian’s heart lurched. She felt inadequate, useless. And guilty that she hadn’t seen the signs. She remembered how his vision

         seemed to be getting worse. How lately he’d been making beginner mistakes when they played chess. She thought they were close

         friends, and yet he hadn’t told her about his illness. Hell, she might as well admit it. She felt a little excluded. He hadn’t

         trusted her with his darkest secret.

      


      Just before the service began, the doors opened one last time and Mayor Newsom swept inside with Judge Alex Fredericks, followed

         by Alex’s beautiful young wife with a towheaded toddler on her hip. The minute Jillian spied Alex and his family, she felt

         the color drain from her face.

      


      Nausea gripped her.


      The last time she’d seen Mrs. Fredericks had been on Christmas Eve of the previous year. At the same time Randal Petry had

         been shooting Gladys Webelow at the Dash and Go, Jillian had been ringing Alex Frederick’s doorbell in the Woodlands, dressed

         only in a denim duster and knee-high cowboy boots. Learning for the first time that her new lover was married with a family.

      


      Jillian sank down in her seat and prayed neither Alex nor his wife spied her. Newsom ushered them to the front of the room,

         where they sat side by side in three empty folding chairs. The service lasted over an hour as one person after another took

         the microphone to remember and honor Blake. Jillian had prepared a speech, but when the officiating minister asked for any

         final farewell words, she stayed seated. She couldn’t bear standing up there in front of Alex.

      


      He had been the biggest mistake of her life.


      Her friends urged Jillian to open herself up to a relationship. They’d made her start to hope that she could find love, that

         there was a man out there for her.

      


      And hope was such a dangerous thing.


      Alex was handsome and charming and at just thirty-six already a criminal court judge. They looked good together, both tall

         and athletic. Her friends were all falling giggly in love, and Jillian dared to think, Why not take a chance? For the first time in her twenty-nine years on the planet, she’d put her fears aside, opened herself up, and let a man into

         her heart.

      


      And then she’d found out about Mrs. Fredericks.


      Idiot.


      She should have known better. No matter what anyone said, there was no such thing as magic. No happily-ever-after. Not for

         her anyway.

      


      “If there’s anyone else who’d like to say something about Blake, please come forward now,” the minister said. “If not, Mayor

         Newsom has an announcement he would like to make, and then we’ll conclude the service with a closing prayer.”

      


      The minister stepped away from the microphone and the mayor took his place. Newsom shuffled his notes, cleared his throat,

         and then launched in.

      


      “We’ve lost a great man in Blake Townsend. He’s irreplaceable. But life goes on, and Blake wouldn’t want us standing in the

         way of justice,” Newsom said as if he had a clue what Blake wanted. “Since all his friends and colleagues are gathered here

         in one place, it seems the best time to announce the appointment of our new DA before my formal press conference this afternoon.”

      


      A murmur rippled through the crowd.


      It was crass and inconsiderate, announcing Blake’s successor at his memorial service, but classic Mayor Newsom. The guy had

         the class of a garden trowel. Jillian caught her breath and bit her bottom lip. She sensed what was coming and dreaded hearing

         it.

      


      “Judge Alex Fredericks will be the new Harris County district attorney.” Newsom turned to Fredericks. “Alex, would you like

         to say a few words?”

      


      Anger grabbed her throat and shook hard. No, no! It could not be true.


      Jillian would not sit still and listen to this. Bile rising in her throat, she charged for the door. Reality settled on her

         shoulders, even as she tried to outrun the inevitable. She hurried across the polished black marble floor of the courthouse,

         rushing out into the blowing drizzle, gulping in cold, damp air.

      


      She didn’t see the Tom Thumb delivery truck. She just stepped off the curb and into its path.


      A horn blared. Tires squealed.


      Jillian froze.


      The truck’s bumper stopped just inches short of her kneecaps.


      She stared through the windshield at the driver, and he promptly flipped her the bird. She smiled at him. Smiled and laughed

         and then couldn’t stop.

      


      The driver rolled down the window. “Get out of the road you crazy bitch.”


      Great, terrific, you almost get run over and you’re laughing about it. The guy’s right. You are crazy.


      She wandered the streets, not paying any attention to where she was going and ending up walking the path through the city

         park she and Blake had walked many times together, engaged in friendly legal debates. She wondered what he’d think of Alex

         as his replacement. Blake hadn’t known about her relationship with Alex. She’d been too ashamed to tell him.

      


      Her mind kept going back to the memory of the night Blake had told her she should get married, and the more she thought about

         it, the more convinced she became that had to have been the day he’d gotten his diagnosis. The death sentence he’d shared

         with no one.

      


      The rain pelted her, and Jillian realized she’d been walking in a big circle for the last thirty minutes. Ducking her head

         against the quickening rain, she hurried to her office. The place was empty. Everyone else had probably gone to lunch after

         the services were over. She shrugged out of her coat, dropped down at her desk, and closed her eyes.

      


      “Blake,” Jillian whispered out loud. “What am I going to do without you?”


      All her girlfriends were married now, getting pregnant, having babies, living lives so very different from her own. She’d

         used Blake to fill the void. Every Thursday night, they’d played chess together. He’d make dinner, because Jillian didn’t

         cook, or they’d go out to eat, her treat. He was the one she called when she had trouble with a case, and she was the escort

         he took to political functions. Many assumed they were having an affair. But she’d never felt any of those kinds of feelings

         for Blake, nor he for her. He’d always been like the dad she’d never really had.

      


      Except now he was gone.


      “Ms. Samuels?”


      She opened her eyes to see Alex Fredericks standing in the doorway.


      His gaze was enigmatic, his stance intimidating.


      Jillian thrust out her chin, refusing to let her distress show. “Yes?”


      “I want to see you in my office.”


      She stared. Was the bastard about to fire her? Ever since she’d ended their affair, whenever she appeared in Alex’s courtroom,

         their relationship had been adversarial. She’d lost more than one case she might have won if there’d been another judge on

         the bench.

      


      “Don’t you mean Blake’s office?”


      “I’m the new DA,” he said. “It’s my office now, and I want to see you in there immediately.”


      Jillian wanted to tell him to go to hell, but she held her tongue and got up.


      Other employees were filtering into the building. She followed Alex into Blake’s office. A fresh surge of anger pushed through

         her as he commandeered her mentor’s chair.

      


      Alex was a very handsome man, with just enough flecks of gray in his black hair to make him looked distinguished. He possessed

         glacier-blue eyes and a dimpled chin. His shoulders were presidential, his waist lean. He nodded at a chair across from the

         desk. “Sit down.”

      


      “I’d rather stand.”


      “Suit yourself.”


      She crossed her arms. His smirk irked the hell out of her. “What do you want?”


      “Aren’t you going to congratulate me on my new position?”


      “No.”


      He leaned forward, rested his elbows on the desk, and pressed the tips of his fingers together. “You know, things don’t have

         to be this way between us.”

      


      She glared.


      This was the scumbag who’d bruised her ego and usurped her mentor’s place. It wasn’t so much that he’d lied to her about his

         wife. If she was honest with herself, she’d admit she wasn’t even that upset over losing him. What really hurt was his betrayal.

         Just when she’d decided to finally trust a man and put her heart on the line. She’d taken a chance and it had blown up in

         her face. Plus, he’d made her an unwitting partner in his adultery. She couldn’t forgive him for that.

      


      The bastard.


      Shame. That’s what she felt when she looked at Alex Fredericks. Shame and remorse and self-loathing.


      “I’d like to give you the benefit of the doubt, Jillian. We can start over fresh, you and I.” Alex raked his gaze over her,

         his eyes lingering on her breasts.

      


      Her fingers twitched to reach across that desk and smack his smug face. “Give me the benefit of the doubt?”

      


      “I’m merely saying there are ways we can repair our tattered relationship.” Alex got up and came around the corner of the

         desk toward her. Surely he was not suggesting what she feared he was suggesting. Was he hinting about resuming their affair?

      


      Jillian held her ground. She was not about to let him make her back up, but she hated being this close to him. Hated the familiar

         smell of his cologne in her nostrils. Hated that she’d ever thought he was worthy of her caring.

      


      He stood right in front of her, his eyes predatory.


      “I’ve missed you, Jillian,” he said.


      She snorted.


      “It’s true.”


      “Does your wife know how much you’ve missed me?”


      Alex shifted his weight. “My wife and I … we have an understanding.”


      “What? You screw around and she doesn’t understand?”


      “I’ve especially missed that sarcastic wit.” He reached out and stroked the back of his hand across her cheek.


      “Don’t.” Jillian grabbed his wrist and flung his hand away from her. “Don’t you ever touch me again.”


      “I am your boss.”

      


      “And this is sexual harassment. I can file charges.”


      Alex’s expression was hooded, inscrutable. He was too good of a politician to acknowledge her accusation. He didn’t move.


      Jillian sank her hands on her hips and stepped forward until their noses almost touched. She’d seen this man naked, done intimate

         things with him that she now sorely regretted. She couldn’t believe she’d slept with him and even stupidly imagined having

         a future with him. She felt like a complete idiot. She’d been right all along—love was for suckers and fools.

      


      He blinked and she saw a flicker of contrition in his eyes, but the whisper of humanity was gone as quickly as it appeared.

         “Ms. Samuels,” he said coldly.

      


      “Yes?”


      “I wouldn’t recommend that course of action. It would be my word against yours, and I could make your life here quite miserable,

         indeed.”

      


      He was right and she knew it. Blake was gone, and even before that she’d been feeling a strong sense of unease. Now with Fredericks

         in charge, it was too much to bear.

      


      She experienced that end-of-the-tunnel sensation again she’d been feeling ever since that day in court with Randal Petry.

         The same day Blake died.

      


      “I don’t have to put up with this,” Jillian said, injecting her voice with steel as cold as his.


      “What do you intend on doing about it?” He drew up his shoulders, puffed out his chest.


      “You’re a real ass, and I can’t believe I slept with you.”


      “As I recall, we didn’t do much sleeping. I miss you, Jillian. Your fire and your guts and your passion. Seriously, I’d really

         hate to demote you.”

      


      That did it. She wasn’t going to put up with his threats. She’d had enough. “You know what, Alex? Shove this job up your ass.

         I quit.”

      


   

      Chapter Two


      Back in her own office, Jillian opened her desk drawers and chucked her belongings into a cardboard box. She thought about

         calling Delaney or Tish or maybe even Rachael, who was living in the isolated terrain of southwest Texas. 

      


      But Jillian did not pick up the phone. Her friends all had their own lives, loves, husbands, and children.


      They would listen to her, of course. And sympathize. But they couldn’t really understand. They could never know what it was

         like to grow up the way she’d grown up. They’d try to get her to laugh and tell her everything was going to be all right.

         But she knew that wasn’t true. Nothing was ever going to be the same again.

      


      Blake was really gone.


      It hit her then. That she really didn’t have anyone. She was alone and it was her own fault. She’d wanted to stay unattached.

         Her job had been her excuse, but in truth, intimacy of any form scared the hell out of her.

      


      Maybe in the back of her mind, she’d always known Alex was unobtainable. He was too good-looking and accomplished to be single,

         plus she’d never come right out and asked him if he was married. Why not?

      


      You’ve got to stop this line of thinking. You can’t let yourself get dragged down.


      She feared that if the dark cloud chasing her ever caught up with her, the depression would swallow her whole. She had to

         do something. She had to get away from her life, think this thing through, formulate an action plan.

      


      Two security guards appeared in her doorway. “DA Fredericks sent us. We’re here to escort you off the premises, Ms. Samuels,”

         the tallest one said sheepishly.

      


      “Fine.” Jillian snapped her briefcase closed and straightened.


      “I’ll carry that box for you,” said the second security guard.


      “Thank you.”


      They escorted her down the corridor, past the curious eyes of her colleagues. Jillian held her head high. A few minutes later,

         hands shaking, she slid behind the wheel of her red Sebring convertible, the cardboard box stowed in the back behind her,

         her briefcase stashed on the passenger seat. With trembling fingers, she tried to stab the key into the ignition. After several

         fumbling attempts, she finally got the engine started.

      


      Were all men cheating bastards? Lying pigs? Even Blake had cheated on his wife. He’d told her his infidelity was what had

         destroyed his marriage. He regretted it. He was ashamed of what he’d done, but he’d done it. If a good guy like Blake couldn’t

         keep his pants zipped …

      


      I’d like to give you the benefit of the doubt, Jillian. We can start over fresh, you and I. Alex’s words rang in her head.

      


      Jillian gritted her teeth. Had he honestly thought she’d jump at the chance to resume their affair? God, how she regretted

         sleeping with the man, but even more, she regretted feeling as if they’d had something special.

      


      Fool. In your heart you knew better.


      It was her own fault for daring to think she deserved the same kind of happiness her friends had found. They’d all wished

         on the wedding veil. All met the loves of their lives. They’d told her it was worth the risk. That she could find love too.

         So she’d dared to take a chance.

      


      And it had exploded in her face. Dammit, she’d known better.


      Blake dropped dead in Starbucks of the brain tumor he’d hidden from me.


      He had abandoned her as well. The only man she’d ever really trusted. Jillian stared unseeingly through the windshield as

         she drove from the parking lot, her mind numb. Losing Blake hurt so damned much.

      


      Tears, hot and unexpected, burned the back of her eyelids, but she refused to let them fall. She sucked in air, sucked up

         the pain, closed off her heart. Never again. She’d been hurt too many times by men to ever truly trust one.

      


      It didn’t matter that her three best friends had found true love and happily-ever-after. They were different from her. They

         believed in magic.

      


      No matter how hard she tried, Jillian couldn’t believe.


      Without even knowing how she got there, numb from everything that had happened in the past week, Jillian drove to the condo

         she rented in a trendy area of Houston not far from downtown. Her lease was up at the end of the month; she’d planned on renewing

         it, but now she realized there was nothing holding her here. She’d lost everything. Her mentor, her job, her self-respect.

      


      She wanted to curl into a tight ball and howl from the pain. She hated herself like this. Vulnerable, taken advantage of,

         used, disregarded. She’d spent her life trying to rise above the victim mentality, to prove she deserved better than the way

         she’d been treated by her stepmother.

      


      But now she felt stupid, deceived, cheated. And worst of all, the defensive mechanism that had kept her safe all these years,

         the guard she kept around her heart, had failed her miserably.

      


      She walked into her quiet, lonely house, aching to her very core. She didn’t know what drove her, but she tossed her purse

         and her briefcase on the table and stalked to the bedroom. She went to the cedar chest at the end of her bed, started yanking

         out sweaters and tossing them heedlessly about the room. At the bottom of the chest she found what she hadn’t consciously

         known she was looking for.

      


      The magical wedding veil.


      Rachael had passed it on to her months earlier. It was a floor-length mantilla style made of Rosepoint lace. She remembered

         the day Delaney had found the veil in a consignment shop just before her wedding to the wrong man, and she remembered the

         fanciful story the store owner had told.

      


      According to the lore, in long-ago Ireland, there had lived a beautiful young witch named Morag, who possessed a great talent

            for tatting incredible lace. People came from far and wide to buy the lovely wedding veils she created, but there were other

            women in the community who were envious of Morag’s beauty and talent.


      These women lied and told the magistrate that Morag was casting spells on the men of the village. The magistrate arrested

            Morag but found himself falling madly in love with her. Convinced that she must have cast a spell upon him as well, he moved

            to have her tried for practicing witchcraft. If found guilty, she would be burned at the stake. But in the end, the magistrate

            could not resist the power of true love.


      On the eve before Morag was to stand trial, he kidnapped her from the jail in the dead of night and spirited her away to America,

            giving up everything he knew for her. To prove that she had not cast a spell over him, Morag promised never to use magic again.


      As her final act of witchcraft, she made one last wedding veil, investing it with the power to grant the deepest wish of the

            wearer’s soul. She wore the veil on her own wedding day, wishing for true and lasting love. Morag and the magistrate were

            blessed with many children and much happiness. They lived to a ripe old age and died in each other’s arms.


      Delaney had wished on the veil to get out of marrying the wrong man, and in the end, she’d found her heart’s desire in her

         soul mate, Nick Vinetti.

      


      Then Delaney had passed the veil on to Tish.


      Tish had wished to get out of debt, and the granting of her wish had brought her back together with the husband she’d lost

         but never stopped loving.

      


      And then Tish had passed the veil on to Rachael.


      Rachael had wished to stop being so romantic, and she’d ended up marrying the hero of her dreams.


      Jillian didn’t believe in magic, but the wedding veil was all the hope she had left. She’d lost everything else.


      “What a load of crap,” she muttered, but even as she muttered it, she took the antique veil from its protective wrapping and

         settled it on her head. Compelled by a mysterious force beyond her control, she stared at herself in the mirror.

      


      “I wish,” she muttered, “I wish I’d been born into a loving, trusting, giving family. I wish … I wish … I wish …” Her words

         trailed off as she realized what it was she really wanted.

      


      Finally, she whispered, “I wish I had a brand-new life.”


      The second the wish was out of her mouth, her scalp began to tingle and she felt her body grow suddenly heavy. With the wish

         on her lips, the veil on her head, and utter despair in her heart, Jillian curled up on the floor and fell into a deep, exhausted

         sleep.

      


      UNTIL TWO YEARS AGO, Tucker Manning had led a magical life.

      


      People said he was charmed, and it was true. Born the youngest child and only son to James and Meredith Manning, he’d been

         spoiled by his parents and his three older sisters straight from the get-go. He’d possessed an easygoing personality and a

         bad-boy smile women simply couldn’t resist.

      


      And when he discovered he’d not only inherited the famed Manning carpentry skills, but that he had a natural flare for architecture

         as well, the world beat a path to his door. He had put himself through architectural school with his carpentry skills. For

         his senior class project, twenty-two-year-old Tuck had designed and constructed an innovative learning center for elementary

         schoolchildren. Then something amazing and bizarre happened.

      


      The grade point average of every single child enrolled in Tuck’s new learning center shot up.


      Tuck brushed if off to coincidence. But educators seemed convinced it was the building. They claimed something about the lighting

         and the open-air blueprint stimulated learning. Other schools heard what had happened, and they commissioned Manning Learning

         Centers.

      


      Tuck designed them. Each and every time, test scores rose and grade point averages shot up. Tuck figured it was a self-fulfilling

         prophecy. People thought their children would get smarter in his buildings, so they did.

      


      Architectural Digest ran a feature story on him, dubbing him “Magic Man.” He traveled the world building schools and getting rich.

      


      Then he met Aimee Townsend in Albany, New York. A kindergarten teacher by trade. Beautiful girl. Petite. Honey-blond hair,

         big blue eyes, creamy porcelain complexion. Wearing a Wizard of Oz green sweater and a short brown wool skirt. Nice legs. No pantyhose. Wholesome and heartwarming.

      


      Tuck had designed and built that classroom as if it was just for her.

      


      Two months later, they were married and bought a loft in Manhattan. He loved city life, but Aimee was a small-town girl at

         heart, and she made him promise that when they were ready to start a family, they would move to the place where she’d spent

         her summer vacations as a kid before her parents got divorced. The place she loved most in the world.

      


      Salvation, Colorado.


      Tuck had said glibly, easily, “Sure. Why not?” Kids were a long way off.


      Then Aimee got very sick with a deadly form of ovarian cancer. He took her from doctor to doctor. Private clinic to exclusive

         hospital. They consulted experts in Europe and Japan. They went through most of his money, but Tuck didn’t care. All he wanted

         was to save his wife.

      


      In the end, Aimee had whispered, “Take me to Colorado, Tuck. That’s where I want to die. At the lake house. In Salvation.”


      And that was where the magic had run out.


      Now Tuck hunkered alone in a small rowboat in the middle of Salvation Lake in Salvation, Colorado. In spite of his down coat,

         the wind sliced through him, as cold as a ceramic blade. To warm himself, he took another swig from the bottle of Johnny Walker

         Red at his feet. The whiskey neatly seared the back of his throat.

      


      “Look at the stars, Aimee,” Tuck whispered into the midnight sky carpeted with a thousand points of starlight. “Brilliant

         as the night I asked you to marry me. Remember?”

      


      The water stretched out around him, inky black and vast. He was a good fifty yards from shore, where the first snowfall of

         the season clung to the pine trees, looming up like ghostly giants.

      


      “I know I didn’t get started on renovating the lake house this year like I promised. A lot of things got in the way. Chick

         Halsey hired me to add a bedroom onto his house, because he and Addie are expecting another baby. Their fourth. And before

         that, Jessie Dolittle had me build a pole barn for some new mules. Then there were the special-order cabinets for an older

         couple that just moved up here from Denver. Now the lake house will have to wait because of winter. I’m sorry to disappoint

         you again, babe. I’ll get started on it come spring, I promise.”

      


      Another slug of the Johnny Walker and he was a regular furnace inside.


      He could picture Aimee sitting across from him in the rowboat. Her long blond hair trailing down her back, her blue eyes aglow,

         looking the way she’d looked the night he proposed. Right here on this lake. It had been summer then, Fourth of July, actually.

         Fireworks going off all around the lake, a picnic basket of fried chicken sitting in the bottom of the boat between them.

         The taste of watermelon on their tongues as they’d kissed.

      


      He’d slipped a four-carat diamond sparkler on her hand, and she’d said, “Yes, yes, yes. You just have to promise me one thing.”


      “Anything,” he’d breathed.


      “You can never, ever cheat on me the way my dad cheated on my mother. I won’t stand for it. Promise you’ll never break my

         heart.”

      


      “I promise,” Tuck had sworn. It was an easy promise. He loved her so much, he’d never jeopardize what they had over another

         woman. His mistake, he realized now, was that he hadn’t made her swear not to break his heart.

      


      Tuck’s breath frosted in the chilly air. “I miss you, babe. I miss you so damn much. I’m not worth shit without you.”


      If Aimee were here, she would have chided him for cursing. She was so sweet, so innocent. Too innocent for this sorry world.


      Grief knotted his throat.


      It was bad today.


      Some days it was better. Some days he was almost his old self again, flirting innocently with the waitresses at the Bluebird

         Café, whistling while he sanded down cabinets or planed doors, smiling at people on the streets. Forgetting for hours at a

         stretch. Some days the sorrow didn’t hit him until he was underneath the covers with the lights turned off, and the empty

         spot in the bed beside him stretched out as wide as the lake.

      


      Then the grief would sledgehammer him. His beloved Aimee was gone, and he was alone.


      Some days, like today, were so bad that the only thing that could dull the pain was good old Johnny W. He put the whiskey

         bottle to his lips. Took another sip and wondered if it was against the law to drink and row.

      


      When the hell did it ever stop hurting? When would he wake up and not listen for the sound of her moving about the kitchen,

         cooking him egg-white omelets, which he despised but had eaten anyway to make her happy? She’d told him he had to watch his

         cholesterol, because she wanted him with her until they were stooped and gray. Tuck had eaten the loathsome egg-white omelets,

         but she’d been the one to break the pact. Aimee would never grow stooped and gray. She was forever twenty-five.

      


      He threw back his head and howled at the starry sky. “Fuuuuck!”


      The sound of his mournful curse carried on the crisp night air, echoing up and down the lake. The outburst made him feel a

         little better so he did it again.

      


      “Fuuuuck!”


      Wind rushed into his lungs, freezing the pipes the whiskey had previously warmed. He got to his feet, threw his arms wide,

         and embraced the icicle breeze. Bring it on, Mother Nature.

      


      “Fuuuuck!”


      The boat wobbled. Tuck stumbled. Johnny Walker played fast and loose with his balance. He tried to sit back down, but gravity

         already had him in a choke hold.

      


      Next thing he knew, Tucker Manning, the former Magic Man of Manhattan, was tumbling headlong into Salvation Lake.


      EVIE MANNING RED DEER was locking up the Bluebird Café when her husband, Ridley, came up the sidewalk and slipped his arms around her waist. He

         pressed his face into her hair and pulled her up flush against his body so she could feel his arousal pressing into her backside.

      


      “Mmm,” he murmured. “You smell like fry bread.”


      She turned in his arms. His shoulders were as broad as beams, his ebony hair longer than hers, and she slipped her arms around

         his neck, tilting her lips up for a kiss.

      


      Ridley crushed his mouth against hers. Evie breathed him in. God, how she loved this man.


      When she’d come to Salvation to be with her younger brother in his time of grief over losing his young wife, she could never

         have imagined that she would fall in love with a native, marry him, and end up running the Bluebird Café. She was a pastry

         chef who’d trained at Lenotre in Paris. She’d trotted the globe. Seen the world. Met royalty and movie stars. She’d had far

         more than her share of lovers. But Salvation, Colorado, was where she’d lost her heart, and she’d freely surrendered her old

         life to be with this man. Ridley Red Deer was everything Evie had never known she wanted.

      


      Ridley was kind and generous, strong and understanding. While he was truly masculine, he had a tender heart as big as the

         sky. He grounded her, calmed her in a way no one else ever had.

      


      He broke the kiss, nuzzled her neck, and slipped his hands up underneath her coat.


      “Ridley.” She giggled.


      “Uh-huh?” He lowered his eyelids suggestively.


      “We’re out on the street for everyone to see. Save it for when we get home.”


      “Everyone knows how crazy I am about you.” He ran his tongue along her neck, sending shivers of delight darting down her spine.

         “How I can’t keep my hands off you.”

      


      Panting, she pulled away. “Down, boy.”


      He chuckled and let her go but reached out to take her hand. She looked at his profile in the lamplight. Proud Native American

         nose, ruddy skin, high cheekbones, intelligent dark eyes. Her heart did an instinctive little hopscotch the way it always

         did when she caught sight of him.

      


      Ridley linked his fingers through hers, and they started down the street, swinging their arms in unison, heading for their

         house on the next block over. Every night, he came to walk her home from the café.

      


      “So how was your day?”


      “We cleared four hundred dollars.”


      “Not bad for a Thursday in down season.”


      “We had a caravan of recreational vehicles stop in, snowbirds on their way south for the winter. They’d seen the feature story

         on us in RV Today.”

      


      “That’s great.”


      She could hear his pride for her in his voice. Evie leaned into him, inhaled his familiar scent. “So how was Tucker when you

         left him?”

      


      “Um, I wasn’t with Tuck tonight.”


      “What do you mean?” She punched her husband playfully on the upper arm. “Are you teasing me?”


      “Dutch dropped by and we watched college basketball. UNLV trounced the hell out of USC.”


      Evie stopped walking and sank her hands on her hips. “Ridley, please don’t tell me you forgot.”


      “Forgot what?”


      Worry grabbed hold of her. “Rid, it’s the second anniversary of Aimee’s death. I told you this morning to go hang with Tuck

         when you got off work.”

      


      “You didn’t tell me.”


      “I did.” She heard her voice rise an octave.


      “When did you tell me?”


      “You were in the shower, and I was putting on my makeup, and I clearly told you—”


      “If you told me when I was in the shower, then I didn’t hear you. Running water and all that.”


      “Never mind.” Evie spun on her heels and started walking in the opposite direction. She wrung her hands. “I can’t believe

         you forgot the day Aimee died.”
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