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					Jessica’s New Beginning (2026): Book two in the Starting Over trilogy. A romantic, emotionally layered journey of rediscovery and passion.
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			A Letter to My Readers

			Thank you for picking up The House Always Wins. This novella came to life in a very unexpected way. After finishing Liz’s Forever After, the final book in my Starting Over trilogy, I felt inspired to try something new. I wanted to write a story with sharper edges, higher heat, and a different kind of emotional tension. A spicy love story set in the heart of Deadwood felt like the perfect creative detour.

			Brooke’s journey through grief, desire, and rediscovery pulled me in from the moment I wrote the first line, and I’m thrilled to share her story with you.

			This novella also marks a meaningful moment for me as an author. A shorter version of this story is included in the Wild Deadwood Reads 2026 Anthology, available in paperback as of May 15, 2026, and in ebook format as of May 20, 2026. 

			This standalone edition you’re holding includes exclusive bonus content not available in the anthology. That means expanded scenes, more profound character moments, and all the delicious details I didn’t have room for the first time around.

			Whether you’re reading this as part of your romance rotation, your Deadwood-themed collection, or simply because you love a little heat with your heartbreak, thank you for choosing to spend your time with Brooke and Dane.

			Below are a few details to help guide your reading experience. Here are the tropes you can expect to enjoy:

			
					Spicy small-town romance

					Grumpy, broody hero with a soft center

					Grieving heroine reclaiming her life

					Instant chemistry / intense attraction

					Forced proximity (hello, penthouse suite)

					Protective hero

					Found strength and emotional rebirth

					Touch of mystery + family secrets

					HEA (because Brooke deserves one)

			

			This novella also explores sensitive and potentially triggering topics, such as:

			
					Death of a fiancé (past event)

					Grief and trauma related to loss

					On-page sexual assault attempt (non-graphic but emotionally intense)

					Physical altercation between characters

					Discussions of past allegations of harassment

					High-heat sexual content

					Family conflict and manipulation

			

			Thank you again for reading. I hope Deadwood, with all its grit and charm, stays with you long after you turn the final page and that Brooke and Dane’s story brings both heat and heart to your bookshelf.

			With love and gratitude,

			Ann 
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			Prologue

			The sun had felt absolutely glorious the day my life changed forever. I can remember it as if it were yesterday. Hell, I can rememberit as if it were just five minutes ago. 

			I was sitting on a soft plaid blanket, wearing the Lilly Pulitzer shift dress I had bought just for this trip. Mitch was sitting next to me. He kept leaning forward and grazing the exposed portion of my bare leg with his finger, his expression a bit suggestive, a bit drunk.

			I had a glass of Chardonnay in my hand. In front of us sat a charcuterie tray hinting at the remnants of Brie, Camembert, Havarti, strawberries and grapes, and a small container of Spanish olives. They were the fancy ones with the pits still inside. 

			It was the last afternoon of our trip before flying home. Our “pre-moon,” he had called it when he had surprised me with the plane tickets and boutique hotel reservation just a few weeks back. It was a chance to steal one more week together before the chaos of the wedding swallowed us whole. In weeks from now, I’d be Mrs. Mitchell Raines.

			He’d even practiced the name out loud once, grinning as he said it. “Brooke Raines,” he’d declared, as though the name had been meant for me and me alone.

			Now, sitting on that blanket beneath a sprawling oak, I’d laughed and told him to stop tempting fate. “You’re going to jinx it,” I’d teased, tossing a grape at him.

			“Please,” Mitch had said, catching it easily. “Nothing could jinx us.”

			I could still hear his voice. That gravelly, easy tone that had made me say yes after five years of dating and one long Minnesota winter spent wondering if he’d ever get around to a proposal. He finally had, on my thirtieth birthday, right after I’d finished a night shift at the medical center in International Falls. I’d come home exhausted to find candles, lasagna, and a tiny wooden jewelry box perched between two stemmed wine glasses and plates.

			He’d built the ring box himself, using leftover walnut from a recent job at the shop. He’d never been one for grand gestures, so I had been swept away with the thought he had put into the proposal, the ring, the box, and the getaway.

			That afternoon, the vineyard stretched vast and endless around us, vines curling in even rows under the soft hum of bees. A few other couples picnicked nearby, but it had felt like the world had drawn a circle around the two of us. It was like we were in our own world. Mitch and I. Me and Mitch.

			I plucked an olive from the bowl and moved it toward his mouth. “Open up, big boy,” I chided playfully. 

			He grinned, leaned forward, and let me feed it to him. He leaned forward to kiss me. I could taste the saltiness of the olive that was still in his mouth. I moaned subtly as his tongue swept over my lips. Then I pulled away, laughing, and thought: This is it. This is happiness in its simplest form.

			Then he’d coughed.

			

			At first, it was small. There wasn’t much to it. It wasn’t anything that had me alarmed in any way. I’d been about to make a joke about the olive going down the wrong hole, but then the sound of his cough changed. His eyes grew wide, and his hands reached up to his throat. Seconds later, he began turning blue.

			“Mitch?” I said, sitting up fast, wine sloshing over the blanket.

			When he didn’t answer, and his eyes simply grew wider, my instinct took over. I scrambled behind him, my heart hammering, wrapping my arms around his chest. I’d taught the Heimlich maneuver to other nurses, practiced it hundreds of times on training dummies. My hands were sure, and my movements were precise. I knew just what to do. Thrust in and up. Again, again.

			“Mitch, come on. Come on,” I’d begged. His body convulsed, once, twice. Nothing. The olive didn’t seem to budge.

			My mind screamed the steps, but my body had already betrayed me, muscles burning as I tried again, harder, desperate. His eyes rolled back into his head, and his arms fell to his sides.

			We were no longer alone. Someone had shouted for help. Another voice said an ambulance was on the way. I barely heard them.

			I’d kept trying, my arms locked around him until strangers pulled me away, my dress scooting up too high, but I didn’t care. I’d fought them, screaming Mitch’s name, clawing to reach him again. The world had gone blurry. The sunlight was too bright, my breath too short.

			But when the paramedics arrived, I already knew. His skin had taken on a pallor. It was the color of death. And when they took his pulse and confirmed he was gone, I simply nodded my head. Someone had covered him with a blanket. The medical examiner came an hour later. His body was loaded into the back of an ambulance and taken away. 

			Two days later, I boarded a plane home to Minnesota.

			Mitch had splurged on first-class tickets for the trip. But now, the seat beside me remained empty, still ticketed in his name. Somewhere below, in the storage hold, Mitch was enclosed in a polished oak casket. I didn’t cry until we touched down.
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			I knew that Mitch choking on an olive wasn’t my fault. But it was I who had fed him the olive that had caused his death. I had killed the love of my life. Even though I had replayed every movement in my head in slow motion, it didn’t matter. Mitch was dead. And I was alone. 

			I spent the days after returning home with Mitch’s mom and dad, planning his funeral. My parents took on the process of canceling all of the wedding plans. It was a terrible juxtaposition of things, telling people there would be no wedding, but there would be a funeral instead.

			A week later, I returned to work, even though my boss advised me to take more time. But more time for what? When someone dies, there’s not much more to do, is there? I felt like I was simply going through the motions. My colleagues didn’t know what to say. So they chose silence, and that spoke to me more than their sympathy cards or flowers ever did.

			I started skipping my lunch breaks. I took on extra shifts to stay busy. Yet it wasn’t enough.

			At home, alone in our queen-sized bed, the same memory always found me: the way the sunlight had hit the wineglass, scattering speckles of gold across his face. I remembered the way he’d laughed when I’d told him he’d eaten all the Brie. 

			I kept my engagement ring in the small jewelry box on our dresser. I couldn’t bring myself to wear it, but I couldn’t bear to put it away either. And his family hadn’t asked for its return. Mitch’s parents and sister, and my own parents and two brothers, had all tried to support me, asking what they could do. But how do you respond when the only thing you want is for them to give you your fiancé back? As the weeks went by, they all stepped back and returned to their own lives.

			Mitch and I were still relatively young. Well, I was still relatively young. Mitch would never celebrate another birthday. In any case, our parents are still young, not yet retired. They had their own careers to go back to. And before I knew it, everyone was back doing what they did, except me. 

			Over the next two years, I moved through life like a ghost. Polite, efficient, invisible. And at one point, I realized I couldn’t take it anymore. Almost two years to the date that Mitch left me forever, I walked into my boss’s office, a flyer in my hand. It was for a traveling nurse position. “I want to do this,” I said to Rebecca. She looked at the flyer, then at me. There was that look of pity. It was the only look I seemed to get from people these days. 

			But after a moment, she nodded her head. “You’re one of the best we have, Brooke. Are you sure?”

			“I just…” I paused, searching for the correct phrase. “I need to be somewhere else for a while.”

			When the email came a week later, confirming my first assignment at the medical facility located in Deadwood, SD, for three months in the emergency department, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years. It wasn’t joy. And it wasn’t excitement. Not really. If anything, it was relief. As though the old song was calling to me, it was the chance to go somewhere where nobody knew my name.

			And so, I cleared out the refrigerator and cupboards of food. I covered the furniture with white sheets. I turned off the water to prevent any leaks. And I locked up my house. Shortly after, I made the five-hour drive from International Falls to the Minneapolis airport. 

			As the plane taxied toward takeoff, I looked out the window at the passing skyline of the Twin Cities and thought about the one thing Mitch used to say whenever we played poker with our group of friends.

			“Doesn’t matter how many times you fold, babe,” he’d tease, tossing chips into the pot. “Sooner or later, everyone gets dealt a good hand.” And maybe Deadwood, South Dakota, was the good hand that I needed.
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			It was a short flight to Rapid City, South Dakota, barely enough time for a snack and a few pages of reading, but I didn’t mind. I could probably have made the drive, but my car was the one Mitch and I had bought together. Every time I sat behind the wheel, I could see the day it had been delivered to the local dealer. The memory was too sharp, too heavy. So before leaving Minnesota, I’d sold it.

			The dealership in the Cities arranged for their shuttle driver to drive me to the airport and then paid me cash, which padded my pocketbook more than I’d expected. Not that I needed the money. Unbeknownst to me, Mitch had updated the life insurance policy through his job, naming me the sole beneficiary. The payout, one and a half times his annual salary, wasn’t a fortune, but it had covered his funeral expenses and left enough to tuck away for a rainy day.

			That rainy day fund had come in handy for the tiny rental house I’d found in Deadwood. It also meant I could pay cash for the used SUV I’d already picked out online from a local dealer. The salesman was expecting me tomorrow to finalize the paperwork.

			Though the flight was short, I had enough time to thumb through a few books I’d ordered from the bookstore back home in International Falls. I leafed through local histories of Deadwood and the Black Hills. I’d always liked learning about the places I went to, even if I was only passing through.

			I read about Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane, about how a gold rush had transformed a rugged gulch into a booming mining town. Then came the part that stayed with me: the 1879 fire that destroyed most of Deadwood. Over three hundred buildings burned to the ground, yet only one person had died. It was strange how quickly life could change, how one moment could erase everything you thought was permanent.

			The books said the town was rebuilt, this time using brick, stone, and mortar instead of pine. That may have been what drew me there, subconsciously. It was a place that had burned down but refused to disappear.

			I’d never been to South Dakota before. The idea of turning over a new leaf in a place with that kind of history felt right.

			In just under two hours, the plane touched down in Rapid City. I made my way through the small airport to baggage claim, where I retrieved my single suitcase. The rest of my belongings, including boxes of household items and clothes, would be delivered to my rental house later in the week. After grabbing my suitcase off the carousel, I found the rental car desk and signed the paperwork for a compact sedan that looked like it had seen its share of tourists.

			Rapid City Regional wasn’t large, not compared to MSP or the other airports I’d been through. Within forty-five minutes of landing, I was on the highway, headed toward Deadwood. Another seventy-five minutes later, I turned into the narrow gravel driveway of the small house on Williams Street that would be home for the next three months.

			The key was exactly where the real estate agent said it would be, tucked beneath a ceramic planter on the back deck. The house itself was tidy and fully furnished, except for the bedroom. My new bedroom set was scheduled for delivery later in the week. Making arrangements to ship boxes, buy furniture, and shop for a car online had been oddly therapeutic. It gave me something to focus on besides the silence of my empty house back home.

			Inside, the place smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and old pine floors. I spent the next couple of hours wandering from room to room, opening cupboards and drawers, unpacking what I could. By the time I hung the last few clothes in the closet, evening shadows were starting to stretch across the deck, and my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since morning, and the chips I had devoured on the plane.

			I drove into town, following the narrow, winding roads that cut through Deadwood’s historic district. It was clear why tourists loved it. The old brick buildings with ornate facades, wooden boardwalks, and saloon signs glowed against the twilight. I found a small grocery store tucked between a coffee shop and an
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