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			CHAPTER ONE

			Kelly Silverthorne despised killers.

			Especially the type who possessed the charm of a movie star that belied the icy heart of the snake that beat in their chest.

			“I think it’s dead.”

			Jarred from the dark images in her head, Kelly looked up at her fellow Chicago prosecutor, Daniel Bluhm. A streak of sunlight shot through the window of the deli and glimmered in his golden hair. While they awaited word that the jury had reached a verdict in the Colson murder case, lunch had seemed a good idea. The nerves coiled in her stomach said otherwise. “Excuse me?”

			“Your potato salad.” Daniel pointed to her plate. “Or maybe I should call it lumpy soup.”

			Kelly glanced down at the fork in her hand and the mess she’d made of what had once been a tasty side dish. She dropped the utensil to her plate and glanced around the old-fashioned restaurant and the retro decorations that adorned the walls. “Sorry.”

			A smile crossed his mouth before he stuffed in the last bite of his patty melt. “Nervous?”

			She nodded.

			“You did a hell of a job with closing arguments.”

			“Daniel?” Kelly sipped her Diet Pepsi and wiped her mouth with the paper napkin. “I don’t know if I mentioned this or not, but this murder case we’ve been working on for more than a year? The case in which I pushed for an arrest and prosecution against the state attorney’s better judgment? The case I swore we had enough evidence to get a conviction?”

			“You mean the case that’s been plastered all over the real and entertainment news networks?”

			“Yes!” Her eyes widened in feigned surprise, and she pointed at him with the straw in her soda. “That one. In case I forgot to tell you, it involves a popular movie star–like senator and a glamorous cast member of The Real Housewives of Chicago. By the time I wrapped up, the jury looked at me like I’d kicked their dog.”

			“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Her partner chuckled. “We went in prepared. We had forensics, motive, and—”

			“No body.” She shrugged. “Bottom line, Bluhm. No. Body.” Kelly grabbed a french fry off his plate and shoved it into her mouth.

			“Hey. No fair eating my food because you trashed your own.”

			“Partners share.”

			He reached across the table and covered her hand with his. “Some partners would like to share even more.”

			Kelly playfully poked his hand with her fork. “Not gonna happen, Romeo.”

			“You’re killing me, Silverthorne.” He leaned back in his chair. His sharp blue eyes focused on her face, much the way they focused on a defendant he intended to break. “I’ve been asking you out for two years. When are you going to cut me some slack and let me take you on a date? I promise dinner, a movie, the whole shebang. I’ll even be a gentleman, even though it might kill me.”

			She laughed at the exaggerated whine in his tone. “Daniel. You are a really nice—”

			“No.” Comically he covered his face with both hands. “Do not give me the friends speech.”

			His reaction sent her into a fit of laughter, which helped to ease the tension churning the tuna-salad sandwich in her stomach. Her phone chimed. She and Daniel looked at each other before she picked it up and checked the text message. “Jury’s in.”

			One golden brow lifted. “Two hours to deliberate?”

			Kelly nodded.

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah.” She tossed her napkin on the table and grabbed the check. “Let’s go.”

			It took another two hours for the media to be notified and for everyone to reassemble in the courtroom. Kelly had stood outside in the warm June sunshine until the last possible moment. Praying. Searching for a lucky penny on the ground or a stray rabbit’s foot. Heck, if it meant a conviction, she’d haul a whole danged bunny into the courtroom.

			Her high heels clicked on the marble floor as she passed through security, headed toward the elevator, and pressed the button. She reviewed the trial in her head while the floor numbers lit up like Christmas lights. With the exception of admitting two questionable exhibits into evidence, she’d done everything possible to nail Andrew Colson for the murder of his wife, Alicia. Over the past year Kelly had given meticulous consideration to the evidence. She’d role-played. She’d spent hours and hours at the law library looking up comparable cases. She’d interviewed dozens of character witnesses. By the time she and Daniel had the case packaged and ready to present, she’d been confident they’d get a conviction.

			Two hours to deliberate.

			An icy chill shot up her back as the elevator doors slid open.

			She wished she felt that confident now.

			Inside the courtroom she set down her expandable briefcase and returned the anxious regard Daniel gave her when their gazes met. She sat down and busied herself with collecting her notes and her thoughts. Minutes later the defendant in his Armani suit and expensive haircut strolled in with his high-powered attorneys. He cast an arrogant glance toward the already seated jury then sat down and leaned back, as though he was in a bar waiting for his scotch.

			Geez, couldn’t the guy even pretend to be human? After all, this was a trial for the murder of his wife. A woman he had pledged to honor and cherish all the days of their lives. His two children were now motherless, and, if Kelly had done her job, they would be fatherless, too. In a moment of sheer compassion, she felt bad about that. Not for the defendant, but for the children who would grow up forever wondering what had really happened to the woman who poured their cereal every day, taxied them to soccer practice, and tucked them into bed at night.

			Kelly slid her gaze across the courtroom to where Alicia Colson’s family sat together, holding hands like linked chains. They would be there for the kids. Thank god for that.

			Judge Reginald Dawson entered, and the courtroom stood until he was seated. Kelly gripped her pen in her hand and mentally began her customary chant.

			He is guilty. He will pay. He is guilty. He will pay.

			“Has the jury reached a verdict?” Judge Dawson’s deep voice boomed through the packed room.

			The jury foreman stood and sweat broke out on the back of Kelly’s neck.

			“Yes, Your Honor.”

			“Has the jury signed the appropriate verdict form? If so, please provide them to Deputy Southwick who will then present them to me.”

			As Judge Dawson opened the envelope and silently reviewed the documents, Kelly crossed her ankles and squeezed them together. Her heart pounded.

			The judge passed the papers to the court clerk, who then began to read, “We, the jury in the above titled action, find the defendant ...”

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Defendant not guilty.

			They were only three words. But for Kelly they were three words that had taken all the wonderful things she believed about life and made them hideous.

			Surrounded by the scent of caramel, and chocolate, and cinnamon-raisin bread warm from the oven, Kelly propped her head up with one hand and shoveled another bite of chocolate chip cheesecake into her mouth with the other. When the golden retriever at her feet begged for a taste, Kelly guarded her plate like security at Fort Knox.

			“Dream on, pooch.”

			The smooth dessert melted in her mouth while she studied the small office in which she’d sequestered herself a little over an hour ago. A calendar on the wall designated “Sweet Sale” days at the Sugar Shack, the bakery established by her parents, now run by her kid sister, Kate. On the dinged-up desk sat a faded photo of her parents’ wedding thirty-six years ago, and a photo of Kate’s wedding to Matt, the new sheriff of Deer Lick, Montana, taken just seven short months ago. Ceiling-to-floor shelves lined the back wall where a rainbow of sugar sprinkles, edible sparkles, and candy crunches lined up cap-to-cap next to an array of both PG- and X-rated cake pans. Enormous differences existed between the Silverthorne women. While her mother had once created basic cakes with buttercream icing, her sister Kate’s creations reflected her imaginative and often racy specialty cakes. Kelly, though she had a talent for making kickass fudge, couldn’t fashion a buttercream rose to save her life.

			She glanced back up to her parents’ wedding photo and studied the faded print of her mother, who’d died suddenly last fall. Mixed emotions rumbled around inside her heart as she thought of the last time she’d spoken to the woman who’d given her life. Well, the last time she’d heard her mother’s voice. Kelly had placed her scheduled weekly call expecting their conversation would go as usual. Fluff calls she’d come to name them, because they’d contained little more than generalities.

			On that last call her mother had been too busy to talk. Several days later she’d returned the call, but Kelly had been in court and unable to talk. It seemed like that had become the pattern of their relationship. Mom was always too busy, and when she’d find time Kelly would be unable to connect.

			Kelly shoveled in another bite of cheesecake, closed her eyes, and swallowed her guilt. She’d worked in this bakery beside her family from the time she’d been old enough to hold a mixing spoon until the day she’d left for Northwestern University. Today, the place felt foreign, and isolation echoed in her soul.

			Her fault.

			Like the inexorable loss of her mother, the events of the past month slammed through her head as if she still stood on that courtroom floor fighting for a piece of justice that would be denied. Fighting for the rights of a woman whose life had been ripped away by a monster. A fiend now able to roam free because she hadn’t convinced the jury of his crime.

			Her fault.

			She’d pushed for that arrest. Pushed for an indictment with the grand jury. Pushed for a homicide case without a corpse.

			Nausea and half a mountainous slice of cheesecake roiled through her stomach as she visualized the disbelief on the faces of the victim’s family when the verdict had come down. The family she’d promised a conviction.

			In her mind she could still hear the collective gasp echo across the chamber walls. She heard the grief and torment in the family’s voices when they’d pointed their fingers at her and her fellow prosecutor and accused them of incompetence. Of failure.

			She’d been so sure.

			But she’d been wrong.

			She’d never been wrong before. Never lost a case. Never led so many innocent people into such a clusterfuck of bad judgment, poor execution, and weak evidence. Not once since she’d been an intern with the state attorney’s office had she ever been doubted. Until that verdict had come in. The eyes that followed her out of that courtroom and back down the hall to her office had been teeming with accusation and disappointment.

			She’d failed each and every one of them.

			Horribly.

			She’d lost her touch. Lost her confidence. And she had no idea where to go from here.

			Her sister’s monstrous golden retriever pup curled around Kelly’s feet and groaned as though he could read her thoughts.

			“Nice try, Happy.”

			The pup looked up at her with big, understanding brown eyes, but no one could imagine the agony and guilt that spun a toxic web around her heart. Not even the man who’d stood beside her in that courtroom for months. When the verdict came down, he’d shrugged as if it didn’t matter. For him, maybe it hadn’t. She’d been the one who’d had to face the family, the media, the critics. She’d been the lead on the case.

			Her fault.

			The office door opened, and her sister with her shiny auburn hair and clashing pink apron barged into the office. The dog got up to greet her, and his long furry tail swept the floor in a happy wag.

			“When you said you needed to hide out, I didn’t think you meant literally.” Kate used her foot to scoot a chair out from the wall, and she plopped down. She leaned her forearms on her knees, and she studied Kelly for a good long moment. “You look like hell, big sister.”

			“I imagine that’s an understatement.” Kelly leaned back against the rickety chair in which her mother had sat to order flour and sugar for over three decades. “I haven’t slept much since the verdict came in.”

			“You did your best, Kel.”

			“Did I?” The pressure between Kelly’s eyes intensified.

			“Yes,” Kate insisted. “You used every bit of evidence you had. Your arguments were clear and concise. You led the jury down a path where they could visualize the timeline and the crime. It’s hard to win a murder case without a corpse.” Kate leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Kelly’s shoulders. “What more could you have done?”

			“That’s what I keep asking myself.”

			Kate gave her a squeeze then leaned back. “Well, you’re home now. And if anybody in the press shows up to harass you I will personally kick their ass.” Kate’s brows lifted. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

			“It feels good to be home.”

			“You say that now, but wait until you’re tucked into that lumpy twin bed tonight and you hear dad snoring from down the hall.”

			Kelly smiled for the first time in weeks. “Icing on the cake.”

			“Speaking of ... I hate to impose, but would you mind giving me a hand out front? I’ve got a few orders I need to box up, and I still have to ice two dozen cupcakes for Mary Clancy’s baby shower. Dad’s busy with a batch of dinner rolls.”

			“You don’t hate to impose, but I’d be happy to help anyway.” Kelly shoveled the last bit of cheesecake into her mouth, stood, and grabbed an apron off the hook on the wall.

			“Good thing you came home wearing jeans and a T-shirt instead of your usual lawyer regalia.”

			Kelly draped the apron over her head and nodded. She didn’t think now was the right time to tell her sister she had doubts she’d ever wear another Brooks Brothers suit. Her colossal failure had led to a murderer’s freedom—and there was no doubt in her mind that Andrew Colson had murdered his wife. She couldn’t afford to screw up again.

			Someone’s life may depend on it.

			She followed Kate out of the small office tying an apron around her waist and preparing herself to dive back into life in Deer Lick. She’d taken a leave of absence to attend her brother’s wedding. But she’d also come home to hide. To lick her wounds. To overcome her guilt. If that was even possible. She hadn’t quite planned to shovel cookies and cupcakes into white boxes, but that’s exactly what she was about to do.

			As she passed him in the kitchen she gave her dad a quick kiss on the cheek then headed toward the front counter. A glance over the top of the glass display case indicated a number of patrons reading the menu or pointing out sugary delights they intended to take home. Kelly’s gaze skipped over the fresh Neapolitan ice cream colors of the shop, the vintage photo of her mom and dad on the Sugar Shack’s opening day, and came to a sliding stop near the door. Back turned toward her, a wide set of khaki-clad shoulders blocked the summer’s glare off the patrol car parked outside.

			She sucked back a groan.

			Apparently karma wasn’t done playing gotcha.

			Her hands stilled on the apron ties. Her heart knocked against her ribs. The knot in her stomach pulled tight. On the other side of the lunch counter stood another of her monumental screw-ups.

			As if she’d called his name, he turned his sandy blond head. His brown eyes brightened, and a smile tipped the corners of lips that were sinfully delicious. She knew. She’d tasted them.

			She took a wobbly step backward.

			In her thirty-two years she’d been struck with accusatory scowls from a judgmental mother and murderous glares from convicted felons, but nothing had ever hit her below the belt like a smile bursting with sexual promise from one of Deer Lick’s finest.

			Deputy James Harley.

			His intense gaze perused her body like he was on the cruise of a lifetime and enjoying the trip. He’d looked at her that same way just a few months ago—braced above her on arms thick with muscle while the rest of his hot, hard body did the talking.

			A tingle ignited from her head, sizzled like a fuse down the front of her shirt, and detonated beneath the zipper on her jeans. Her skin turned hot and a flush crept up her chest. All thanks to the memory of one night in James Harley’s bed.

			As a deputy sheriff he’d sworn to serve and protect. During the hours she’d spent rolling in his sheets, he’d done both. At least from what she remembered.

			The night of Kate’s wedding reception, Kelly knew she should have stayed focused on carrying out her maid-of-honor duties. But one too many glasses of exceptional champagne had dislodged a few of her bolts and screws and she’d completely given herself over to whim and mind-bending orgasms. Afterward, she’d made a promise to herself to get a serious handle on the sometimes uncontainable urges that never ceased to embarrass the hell out of her. Even if they did provide a real jolt of excitement.

			She blinked away the sweaty memory of the hot, sexy man on the opposite side of the counter, sucked in a breath, and stepped up beside Kate. “What do you need me to do?”

			“Could you box up that chocolate cake and then fill James’s lunch order?”

			Crap. “Sure.” Kill me now. Please.

			Her hands uncharacteristically trembled as she opened a pastry box and lifted Dr. Robinson’s double chocolate birthday cake from the display case. She didn’t know why her stomach was so keyed up. She’d spent the last seven years in the heat of the spotlight, prosecuting some of the dirtiest criminals in the state of Illinois, and she’d never once been nervous.

			So why did taking a lunch order seem so damned intimidating?

			With a smile she handed the pastry box over the counter to Dr. Robinson’s nurse and rang up the bill on the register. She closed the cash drawer and wiped her hands down the front of her apron, leaving a streak of chocolate. When she looked up hot cop was standing at the lunch counter. Muscled arms expanded from beneath his short uniform sleeves while the fitted shirt hugged his wide chest and slim waist. Kelly knew that beneath all that khaki fabric was a talented body of pure strength and muscle. A very talented body.

			God, her thoughts were a train wreck.

			She grabbed the pencil and order pad. “Can I help you?”

			A smile crinkled the corners of his brown eyes and a slow blink swept long, dark lashes across his cheeks. “You’re back.”

			“Apparently.”

			He chuckled. “And you’re not happy to see me.”

			“I’m not not happy to see you.”

			“Okay then. I’ll take that for starters.”

			Oh, no. His days of taking from her were over. She was on a save your soul and sanity mission. No boys allowed. “And what would you like to eat?”

			The spark in his eyes guaranteed she wouldn’t need a Geiger counter to detect what he was thinking. “Sandwich, Deputy Harley. What kind would you like?”

			“I’d like two tuna subs. No tomato. Two iced teas.” He settled a lean hip against the counter. “And your phone number.”

			A laugh escaped before she could stop it. “That will be nine fifty-six.”

			“Is that a no?” He reached into his back pocket, withdrew a worn leather wallet, and handed her a twenty.

			Her fingers curled around the money. “I’m sure you have all the numbers you can handle.”

			James held onto the cash, just to be able to touch her for half a second. “I’d be willing to throw all those numbers away in exchange.”

			Since she was a pro and could read a lie a mile away she probably thought he was bullshitting her. But he’d never been more serious.

			One night with Kelly Silverthorne hadn’t been nearly enough. Once she’d hightailed it out of town he’d tried to discount the hours he’d spent with her in his arms but it had been impossible. Now here she was again. And everything inside of him was buzzing with awareness.

			As expected she looked up and studied his face like he’d been named a prime suspect. He knew that look. On the job he’d used it himself once or twice.

			“Without all those phone numbers what would you do on a rainy day, Deputy?” Her head tilted just slightly and her ivory hair fanned like silk across her shoulder. “I’d hate to be the cause of your ultimate frustration.”

			“Nice jab, Counselor.” James steadied his breath as he watched her delicate fingers punch the amount into the register and slide the cash into the drawer. Kelly Silverthorne was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. And he’d seen plenty. From the second grade he’d watched her, admired her, and had probably had a crush on her even though the only glances she’d ever returned had been rife with warnings to keep his distance.

			The night she’d ended up in his bed? No one could have been more surprised. Oh, he wasn’t about to complain. No way. The counselor was hot. And sweet. And way out of his league. Though he knew he’d had his one and only shot with her, he craved her like a decadent dessert or a fine wine. One taste was just not enough to satisfy.

			He watched as she grabbed the sandwich rolls, cautiously sliced through them, and spread a thin layer of mayonnaise across the surface. She topped the bread with perfectly rounded scoops of tuna salad and carefully placed leaves of crunchy lettuce on top. Every movement was smooth and calculated, as if she’d be judged on her placement and presentation.

			In an attempt to gain control over his body and all the odd stirrings around his heart, he looked away. A quick glance at the two sisters revealed the vast differences. Kate, his best friend’s new wife, was a bit taller and looked as if in a scrap she could hold her own. Her straight auburn hair displayed a meager reflection of her fiery personality. Whereas Kelly, a few inches shorter, teetered on the more delicate side. She looked like a woman a man would jump to protect. Her long ivory hair had a soft curl that made her glow like sunshine.

			He smiled.

			At least she’d lit up his world. For a night.

			“So what made you leave the Windy City and come all the way back to our little town?” he asked as she wrapped each sandwich in white paper as carefully as if she’d been swaddling a newborn.

			“Just needed a break.” She slid the packaged sandwich into a crisp white bag.

			“Most people who need a break hit a tropical beach. Not some dusty back road to nowhere.”

			“Maybe nowhere is exactly where I want to be.” She shoved the second sandwich into the bag a little less carefully.

			Whoa. Was it his imagination or was he detecting some underlying aggression?

			“Well, I’m sure your family will be happy to have you around for a little while,” he said, watching her graceful fingers fold down the top of the bag.

			She gave him no response as she set the bag on the counter, grabbed two paper cups, and began to fill them with iced tea.

			“So ... exactly how long of a little while will that be?” he asked.

			The glass pitcher thunked on the counter and tea sloshed up the sides. “The length of my stay is really no concern of yours, Deputy Harley.”

			“True. But I’m more than willing to change that if you are.”

			A smile tilted her soft, full lips. “You really are incorrigible.”

			He mirrored her expression. “It’s a cross I bear.”

			She set the cups of tea down in front of him and pushed plastic caps over the rims. “I hope you enjoy your lunch, Deputy Harley. Please do come again soon.”

			“Is that an invitation?” Say yes, Angelface.

			Her delicate brows pulled together over sea-green eyes. “Are you serious?”

			“As a tortoise trying to cross the road.”

			“I’m sorry, Deputy—”

			“I think we know each other well enough to be on a first name basis, don’t you?” Her slight hesitation gave him hope.

			“Like I said, I’m sorry, Deputy, I’m not here to engage in anything other than some rest and relaxation. I need a break. Not an opportunity to ... lose control,” she whispered.

			James smiled. He knew exactly how loudly Kelly lost control. And exactly what made her lose it. Then again, he was more than willing to invent new techniques to make that happen too. Even if it took all night. Please God, let it take all night.

			If Princess Prosecutor imagined him as a man who gave up easily, she’d be very wrong.

			“You know ...” He leaned closer and spoke low, for her ears only. “If you give me your number you might just have a little fun losing a little control for the little while you’re here.” He lifted the bag and cups from the counter, stepped back, and gave her a good long appreciative once over. “Or is that what you’re afraid of?”

		

	


	
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			Whether she’d intended to or not, Kelly found herself immersed in the high-energy swing of things. She didn’t mind helping out her family, but she hadn’t come home to push pastries. Yet, in a matter of minutes after she’d stepped through the door of the Sugar Shack, Kate had her packaging up cakes and taking orders from a certain tall, sexy, smart-aleck customer who made her want to reconsider all those stringent rules she’d imposed on herself.

			Eventually she’d found her escape and slipped out the back door of the old red brick building and into the alley that ran behind Buck’s Gun Shop and the Once Again Bookstore. She flipped through the minivan keys on the keychain she’d snagged from Kate’s purse and tried to soak in the oddity that her sister had traded in her BMW for a minivan. If there was a single person on the planet who did not fit the minivan mold, it had to be Kate.

			Behind her, a low rumble bounced off the walls of the surrounding buildings. Kelly turned as Dean, her ex–NFL superstar brother, pulled up into the alley, rolled down the window of his SUV, and flashed her a gotcha grin.

			“Car theft is against the law, you know.”

			She held up the cupcake-shaped charm on the ring and jingled the contents. “Not if you have the keys.”

			“I know a good attorney who could prove otherwise.”

			Yeah, and that would be one of the easier things she’d ever have to do in her career. “Are you stalking me or did you really just happen to be driving by?”

			“Emma sent me down to the True Value to pick up some new gloves. She wore a hole in hers planting the garden.”

			Kelly leaned her arms on the SUV’s window sill. “Wow. It’s really weird to see you so domesticated.”

			“Tell me about it. And I don’t even have the ring on my hand yet.”

			“You’re loving it. I can tell.”

			“Seriously loving it.” His handsome face broke into a grin. “To think just four months ago I was sweating it out, wondering what I was going to do with the rest of my life. Today, I’ve barely got time to think about football.”

			“So you don’t miss it?”

			“Every once in a while. But then I look at Emma and everything we’re building together. Honestly, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

			“Congratulations, big brother.”

			“Thanks.” He reached across the seat and moved a bag and stack of papers from the passenger seat. “Hop in. I’ll give you a ride.”

			“What about Kate’s keys?”

			He laughed. “Just open the back door of the bakery, toss ’em inside, and run like hell.”

			Kelly did just that and within seconds they were out on Main Street whizzing past the Blue Moon Café. Her stomach rumbled. During her visit, she promised to treat herself to one of the restaurant’s to-die-for Monte Cristo sandwiches they served with homemade huckleberry jam.

			If she thought Dean was just being a good brother and giving her a ride home, she’d be wrong. As crafty as he’d been with a fake pass on the football field, he sneaked past the street that would take them to their parents’ house.

			“Where are we going?”

			“I’m kidnapping you.” With a laugh that fell short of evil, he headed straight to the Clear Creek Lodge, the beautiful mountain resort home he and Emma would share once they were married in a few weeks.

			When they arrived, Dean gave her a tour of the place and showed her the recent changes they’d made to the guest cabins. The Letty Silverthorne Sunshine Camp had already had two groups of special needs campers come through. Dean told her both had been successful and that they had a third group coming in a few weeks after he and Emma returned from their honeymoon. From there he ushered her into the huge house where he proceeded to corner her in his office with a Diet Pepsi and a stack of organizational documents. One of the things she admired most about her brother was the passion he’d put into the camp for special-needs kids he’d created in honor of their late mother. As an attorney and a board member of the Letty Silverthorne Sunshine Camp, Kelly was more than happy to give the documents her professional once-over. Tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep, would have been better. But today would do.

			“So things have been pretty rough lately in the Windy City,” Dean said, leaning back in his executive leather office chair.

			“Well, there’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.”

			“What happened?”

			She shrugged. “It’s possible to get a murder conviction without a body, but not probable. Everyone knows Andrew Colson is guilty. We just didn’t have enough solid evidence to go beyond a reasonable doubt. I don’t think the jury found him innocent, just not guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.”

			“There’s a difference?”

			“For a jury that’s been instructed to follow the rules? Yeah. A big difference.”

			Dean ran his hand through his hair. “Just doesn’t seem fair.”

			“It’s not.” Anger and guilt coiled inside her stomach. “There’s now a killer running free while Alicia Colson’s body is God-knows-where and her children are without their mother. As you know Andrew Colson is a high-profile politician. So all we can hope for now is that somehow he’ll slip up and we can get him on another charge. But we’ll never be able to try him again for Alicia’s murder.”

			“Double jeopardy.”

			“Yeah. Whoever thought up that rule was crazy.” If it was up to her, she’d try the bastard ten times over until she could get a conviction.

			“If it’s any help, I know how you feel. Like you’ve let everyone else down.” He paused. His expression darkened. And Kelly knew he was thinking about the shoulder injury that ended his NFL career. “Like you’ve failed.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Don’t let it take you down, Kel. Life is big. And sometimes control slips through our hands. But that doesn’t mean you failed. And that doesn’t mean there isn’t something equally as important for you to do.”

			“Like what?”

			He shrugged. “Stick your hand in the bag and see what you come up with.”

			Frustrated, she lifted her glass of soda from the coaster on her brother’s desk.

			“You want something a little stronger in that drink?”

			She sipped, crunched a chip of ice between her teeth, and shook her head. “I just need some sleep. Maybe indulge myself in a really good book, and relax a little before I have to go back to the mines.”

			“Well, don’t get your hopes up for too much R&R. I thought the same thing and look what happened to me.”

			True. However, this was Deer Lick—a place where she’d spent eighteen years of her life. A place she’d always viewed as little more than a journey down a gravel road to complete and utter tedium.

			Strangely, she couldn’t wait to get started.

			Three hours later, as the sun hovered low over the ancient pines, Kelly had finally wrapped up the document review. Her eyes burned. Exhaustion tangled around her spine. And drowsiness spun a web around her brain. She may have dreaded crawling into her old twin-sized bed, but now it sounded like absolute heaven.

			La-la land was far away as she stood inside her brother’s English country kitchen and glanced out the huge windows that overlooked a wood deck and the lake beyond. While she’d offered to go inside and grab another bottle of Cabernet, the rest of the clan stood outside where thick slabs of sirloin sizzled on a huge stainless grill. An impromptu party atmosphere had begun to take hold and it appeared she wasn’t about to get those much needed Z’s anytime soon.

			Kate and Matt stood arm-in-arm, while Dean and Emma took turns flipping the steaks. Tonight wasn’t the first time in her life Kelly had found herself the odd girl out. It was a role she’d become accustomed to over the years. Not that she always liked to be the spare tire, but more often than not her relationships never seemed to gel. Since most of her dating selections came from the legal pool, conflicts in time management and opinionated incongruities often put a big spike in the middle of her ability to find Mr. Right. Or even Mr. Right Now.

			In any case, right now all she wanted or needed was to find a little peace of mind. To find a way to overcome her guilt. And to spend a little time with the people who meant the most in her life, but with whom she seemed to spend the least amount of time.

			Finding Mr. Right couldn’t be further down her to-do list.

			Pushing away from the counter, she went to the built-in wine rack and pulled down a bottle of Beringer Private Reserve. Then she went on the hunt to find a corkscrew.

			“Third drawer on the left.”

			Kelly jumped at the deep voice. She turned to find James Harley standing just inside the door of her brother’s kitchen. He’d traded in his khaki uniform for khaki cargo shorts that hung low on his lean hips, and a black T-shirt that fit snug across his wide shoulders, nicely defined chest, and narrow waist. He’d also traded in his spider-stomping boots for flip-flops. His thick sandy blond hair ranged somewhere between wind-blown and finger-combed. And from across the kitchen, Kelly caught the fresh clean scent of his recent shower. He smelled good enough to eat. Or lick.

			The female part of her shot into sensual overdrive—until she noticed the Kim Kardashian clone clinging to his arm.

			“You startled me.” Kelly backed up and met the cabinet with her behind.

			“Sorry.” His brown eyes softened. “That wasn’t my intent.”

			“What are you doing here?” she asked, not meaning to sound bitchy but probably failing.

			“It’s Friday night.”

			“And that means?”

			“I usually get together with your brother and sister and their significant others on Friday nights for either a beer or a barbecue.”

			“Oh.” Shoot. There went any chance of relaxing tonight. Everything about James Harley woke her up. “Well, everyone else is out back.”

			“Great.” His smile lit up his eyes. “Kelly, this is Brianna.”

			Brianna the bombshell brunette gave a finger wiggle and a beauty-pageant smile.

			“Nice to meet you,” Kelly said, although something territorial inside of her wished Brianna had a wart on the end of her perfect nose.

			James turned to his date. “Why don’t you head out back. I’ll finish helping in here.”

			“Okay.” Brianna went on tip-toe in her sparkly blue flip-flops and kissed James’s cheek. “Don’t make me wait too long though.”

			James watched the woman’s ample booty leave the room with an appreciative smile on his face.

			Kelly frowned. And to think, just a few hours ago he’d been asking for her phone number. Player.

			He set the brown paper bag he’d been holding on the granite counter and came toward her in a relaxed gait that boasted confidence with every step. He reached into the drawer next to her hip. “Here you go.” He held up a corkscrew and flashed a smile like he’d discovered gold.

			“Thank you.” She reached for the metal tool.

			“On second thought,” his warm palm curled around her hand and electricity snapped. “How about I just take care of that for you?”

			“I’m perfectly capable,” she said, untangling their fingers.

			“Of course you are.” There came that grin again. “But how about you allow my chivalrous side pretend to help a lady in distress?”

			“Have at it.” She backed away. “Who am I to wound an ego?”

			He tore off the seal and stuck the pointed end of the tool into the cork. “I’m sure you’ve crushed a few in your day.”

			Hardly. The only thing she’d ever crushed was the ability to put a murdering psycho behind bars. She watched James wind the opener down into the cork. With each twist, the muscles in his biceps tightened and flexed in a fascinating way. Geez, she had to find something else to occupy her thoughts.

			Apparently he and his date planned to stay so she reached into the cupboard and took out additional wine glasses. “What’s in the bag?” she asked, steering to a safer subject.

			He opened the bag and peered inside as if he didn’t know, then shrugged those wide shoulders. “Steaks. Bread. Beer. These get-togethers are usually a BYOBB.”

			“BYOBB?”

			“Bring your own beef and booze.”

			“Ah.” She lifted the wine bottle from the counter and juggled it in her arms with the glasses and the napkin holder. “I’m sure your date is waiting. So you should probably get outside.”

			“There’s no hurry.”

			When he remained immovable Kelly looked up. “You aren’t actually hitting on me when you have a woman waiting outside for you? Because if you are, it’s a complete waste of your time. I don’t associate with multi-daters.”

			He looked surprised instead of insulted. “I am proud to say I have never dated two women at the same time.”

			“Then I stand corrected.” She bowed her head.

			“You don’t know me well enough to judge, Counselor.” The hint of a smile pushed at his sexy mouth. “I do have principles.”

			“I’m sure you do.” She laughed. “Somewhere.”

			“I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

			“Obviously. But don’t worry, Deputy. I won’t rat you out that you asked for my phone number just a few hours ago. Your questionable scruples may remain ... undamaged.”

			He plucked the bottle and glasses from her arms, poured a splash of wine, and handed her the glass.

			“No thanks.”

			“Loosen up, Counselor. Just because I asked for your number doesn’t make me a bad guy. God knows I’ve never claimed to be a saint. But you and I, we had something—”

			“We had nothing. I was drunk and—”

			“Horny?”

			Ouch. “Obviously.”

			“Otherwise you wouldn’t have chosen me. Right?”

			“I don’t know. All I do know is that will never happen again.”

			He grinned. “You sure of that?”

			“Absolutely.” Not. She folded her arms. “Enough to bet money on it.”

			Loaded down with the wine and glasses he grabbed the bag off the counter and headed toward the door.

			Good. He’d finally gotten a clue.

			When he reached the door he stopped, turned, then came back to stand in front of her again. His warm brown eyes glittered with mischief. He leaned in, bringing his freshly showered, sexy male scent with him, and grinned.

			“I’ll take that bet, Counselor. How much are you willing to lose?”

			“Not going to happen, Deputy.”

			“How much?”

			She searched his face and the anticipation she found there started a fire burning at the base of her spine. “Fifty. Think you can afford to do without?”

			“Fair warning, Angelface.” He leaned down and spoke very clearly. “I never lose.”

			The BYOBB dinner conversation spanned the gamut from fantasy football to wedding flowers to cake pops. With the chairs gathered around the fire ring, James leaned back in the Adirondack on Dean and Emma’s deck. Above them the stars winked in a calm velvet sky and danced off the gentle ripples on the lake.

			It was a perfect night.

			He’d only made one huge error.

			Bringing Brianna.

			He glanced over at the pretty brunette he’d dated off and on for a few weeks now. He’d invited her last week after they’d had a nice time together at Matt and Kate’s turn to host the BYOBB, but there was nothing more there than a physical attraction. With only a few hours warning that Kelly Silverthorne was back, he’d been unable to cancel. In his book, breaking a date at the last minute was rude and unacceptable. Even if his heart was not in the game.

			During the robust discussion he had plenty to contribute to the dialogue of legendary quarterback Peyton Manning’s career turns, but he was clueless on whether the scent of the star iris might be too overwhelming for a bridal bouquet. Or if the idea of cake on a stick sounded like a profitable bakery item. But even if he had nothing to say at all he was content to sit and watch Kelly Silverthorne try to pretend he didn’t exist.

			To his dismay the prosecutor was doing a damned fine job.

			“So what made you decide to have the wedding here by the lake instead of a church?” Brianna asked Emma, who seemed perfectly comfortable perched on the lap of one of the NFL’s greatest quarterbacks and stroking her kitten, Lucky. “I’ve always dreamed of a big church wedding with at least ten bridesmaids,” Brianna said, shifting her hopeful gaze to James.

			James took a well-timed slug of his Sam Adams.

			“Who wouldn’t want to be married out here? In fact,” Dean said to Emma, “we might want to put that on our list of possible uses for the lakeside meadow. We could loan it out for weddings.”

			Emma’s eyes widened. “Great idea. We could even build a gazebo.” She pointed toward the lake where the sliver of moon reflected like a beacon off the water. “Right there.”

			“Do you want to be married in a gazebo?” Dean asked Emma.

			“That would be really nice, but the wedding is only a few weeks away.”

			James laughed as Dean gave his intended a look.

			“If you want a gazebo, honey,” Dean said. “You’ll have a gazebo.”

			Emma gave Dean a countering look filled with so much love that even James’s romantically stunted heart took an unexpected leap.

			“Aren’t you guys worried about all those people tromping through your property?” Kelly asked, while her thumb absently stroked the glass globe of wine. “You’re going to need to up your liability coverage. I mean, you’ve already got the risk of kids here for the charity camp several times a month.”

			“The more the merrier,” Dean said.

			“Don’t be such a party pooper, Kel. It’s so much more beautiful out here,” Kate added, as she took her husband’s empty beer bottle and replaced it with a full one. “The only reason Matt and I were married in the church was because we would have gotten frostbite if we’d tried to have an outdoor wedding in December. Things don’t always have to be so stringent. Sometimes things are better a little ... messy.”

			“Yeah,” Dean teased. “Lighten up a little.”

			“Easy for you to say.” Kelly glanced away, her next comment a barely audible mumble. “Neither of you screwed up your job and let a murderer walk free.”

			Curious, James sat up straighter. He hadn’t heard anything about this case. Not that he followed what Kelly did in Chicago. But he definitely listened when Dean or Kate mentioned something.

			James watched Kelly’s shoulders stiffen as she sheltered her remaining thoughts behind a mask of indifference. He imagined she used that same façade in the courtroom when she became the bug under the microscope. When everyone watched her for a reaction. Judged her for a wrong move. Here in the mountains of Montana, that façade had no place.

			An unexpected wall of protectiveness fell over him.

			“Wow. That’s awful. How did she do that?” Brianna whispered. Loudly. James wanted to choke her even though she didn’t say it in a malicious way.

			Unfortunately the damage had been done. Kelly clearly heard the comment and the smoothness of her forehead disappeared behind a chain of worry lines. She stood and went to the deck rail, pushed her curly blond hair behind her shoulders, and looked out over the lake. “You guys act like I don’t know how to have any fun.”

			Kate looked up. “Maybe it’s not that you don’t know how as much as maybe you’ve forgotten to make time.”

			“Leave her alone, Kate,” Matt said.

			James was happy to see someone take her side before he jumped in to defend her.

			Kelly turned to face her sister. “My kind of fun is probably just different than yours.”

			“Then give me a for-instance.” Kate scooted to the edge of her Adirondack chair. “You know I love you. I’m not trying to be nasty. I’m concerned.”

			“Well ... for starters ...”

			From James’s point-of-view, the long pauses indicated Kelly was waiting for her wheels to start turning. Not a good sign.

			“I jog along the lakefront every chance I get,” Kelly finally said.

			“Running is a great way to clear your mind,” James said.

			“It is.” Kelly smiled as though she realized he’d just rescued her from a sinking ship. “Of course, it’s not a year-round activity. Sometimes it’s just too cold or too hot.”

			“What other fun things do you do?” Dean asked.

			“I belong to a book club.” Kelly’s delicate brows came together. “We meet once a month. Usually at a nice restaurant.”

			“I’m not much for reading, but restaurants can be fun,” James added, knowing it sounded lame but wanting to take the heat off her. He may not like the way her siblings were ragging on her so-called fun activities, but he was definitely on their side. The pastimes that seemed so hard for her to come up with sounded a little lackluster. He knew from experience she had a whole lot of good time wrapped up in that curvy, petite body. She definitely could put a lot of pop in the fire. He’d seen for himself what the woman was like when she letgo.

			He thought of her in his arms, and in his bed. She took what she wanted, gave
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