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Chapter One


          

          Veronica

        

      

    

    
      “Veronica Carter died last year in Tempe Arizona at age 86.” Tyler Beaumont held my gaze as he whispered, “Who the hell are you?”

      The bouquet I’d caught at my friend Brittney’s wedding an hour earlier lay scattered on the flagstone courtyard. I should have been at her reception—dancing, laughing, and doing my level best to forget the man standing before me. We weren’t meant to be. How many frigging signs from the universe did I need before I got the message? Tyler didn’t want me, at least not for anything more than a quick roll-in-the-hay. I’d been a convenient substitute for the woman he truly wanted.

      Heartsore, I’d returned to the Davis campground to recharge, only to be ambushed by Crestmont’s finest.

      I searched those captivating hazel eyes. Heat swamped me as our gazes locked. Yet I spied no memory that he had been inside of me. Did he not remember what happened the day I drove him home from the bar? If not, why did he look so desperate to learn a truth that was none of his fucking business?

      “You’re hurting me.” My tone remained cool as I glanced down at where he gripped my arms.

      Tyler loosened his hold but didn’t release me. “Who are you?”

      When in doubt, obfuscate. “Did it ever occur to you that there might be more than one Veronica Carter in the world?”

      “With your social security number?” he countered.

      Damn. I raised my chin. “Are you accusing me of identity theft?”

      Tyler’s brows drew together. He shook his head, and let his hands fall away. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m asking you to trust me.”

      “My trust is hard-won,” I murmured. “I don’t give it away for free.”

      Something that looked like pity flashed across his face, but he sobered before I could call him on it. “Just tell me one thing. Does Brittney know who you really are?”

      “Yes.” It was true. My friend knew me better than anyone besides my grandmother.

      One golden blond brow arched up. “Your real name?”

      I gestured to the nearby rosebush. “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell just as sweet.”

      “Romeo and Juliet,” Tyler murmured.

      I was surprised the good ‘ol boy from Crestmont, NC would pick up on my literary reference. “Very good, Officer Beaumont. And to this day I think Shakespeare’s point stands. Names are a construct for identification, not a yolk to be saddled around one’s neck.”

      “Without names, our society would devolve into chaos,” he murmured.

      With my index finger, I flicked the badge pinned to his uniform. “Would that be so bad?”

      “Yes.” Tyler opened his mouth, apparently ready to say more when his cell phone rang. “Excuse me a moment.”

      Well, it could have been worse. He could have ma’amed me. I’d learned a long time ago that men who used the word ma’am often substituted it for you difficult bitch.

      I turned away, giving him the illusion of privacy. Not that I could lose track of Tyler’s overwhelming presence. He smelled incredible, like a redwood forest after a rainstorm. Considering the nearest redwoods were several thousand miles away and the one time I’d been to his house I had found nothing even close to that alluring scent in his medicine cabinet, I had to assume his fragrance was all natural. If my adrenaline hadn’t been up, I would have loved to shut my eyes and breathe him in.

      Doing so would be dangerous though. I needed to stay sharp.

      “I’ll be right there, Sir,” Tyler murmured into the phone and hung up.

      “Your secret Dom?” I nodded at the phone.

      His full lips didn’t twitch. “That was Crestmont’s Chief of Police. I need to get back to the station.”

      My stomach twisted. Did he plan to do anything with the information he’d unearthed? I couldn’t allow him to dig any deeper into my background. I’d paid a great deal of money to erase my past. It wouldn’t do any good for the local law to excavate it. “If duty calls don’t let me keep you.”

      “This isn’t over,” Tyler warned.

      I watched him stalk off into the darkness, my heart sinking into my shoes.

      It was time for me to leave Crestmont.
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      Tyler strode back across the town green where the remains of Brittney and Killian’s wedding ceremony waited for the clean-up crew. It was originally supposed to be his wedding. To Brittney’s sister, Emma. But in a move Tyler hadn’t anticipated, Emma had broken up with him less than two weeks before the ceremony.

      Unbidden the memory of that awful day surfaced, forcing him to relive his shock and humiliation.

      “We can postpone,” Tyler had urged. “We don’t have to get married right now. We’ll wait until you’re ready.” He’d been desperate, watching the life he craved slipping out of his grip.

      Emma had looked at him with her big brown eyes and smiled sadly. “Tyler, it’s not just marriage. We aren’t right for each other. Don’t you want more in a relationship than companionship? Don’t you want passion?”

      For one awful moment, Tyler worried his fiancée had found out about his lustful dreams featuring Brittney’s mysterious friend with violet eyes. “We still might have that.”

      But Emma shook her head. “I love you, Tyler. But it isn’t the right kind of love. I think of you more like a brother. It was easy to go along with everyone’s expectations for us. I got caught up in the whirlwind. I’m sorry but I’m not attracted to you the way I want to be to make such a commitment.”

      He shook his head as though he could dislodge her words. They’d hit him like a sucker punch. Though the rejection still stung, Tyler was doing his best to function. As he jogged across the street to the Crestmont police department’s main office he firmly put all thoughts of Emma and weddings out of his head.

      The hum of ancient wiring and the flicker of fluorescent bulbs greeted him along with a blast of air conditioning. The smell of stale coffee mingled with sweat provided the backdrop for his job. It helped center his thoughts as he strode past the main desk toward the chief’s office. The door stood open as if in invitation.

      “Beaumont,” the chief said as he knocked on the outer doorframe. The man was dressed in his uniform that strained over an ample belly. “Come in and shut the door.”

      Tyler did. “Sir, I thought you were going to the reception at the Davis Estate?”

      “I was there when I got the call. Sheriff Isaacs is dead.”

      Tyler’s lips parted but it took him a moment to force the words out. “What happened?”

      “Heart attack,” the chief grunted. “Poor bastard was mowing his lawn and dropped dead.”

      “When’s the funeral?” Tyler made a mental note to text his mother. Mary Beaumont had gone to school with the sheriff and would want to attend the service.

      “Wednesday afternoon. But that’s not why I called you in here, Beaumont. His passing leaves a vacuum in law enforcement in this region. You know budget cuts are coming. Most towns the size of Crestmont don’t have a full-fledged police force. We’re looking down the barrel of hard times and tough choices. I’m an old man on the verge of retiring. Most of the others are too wet behind the ears. So Beaumont, I’m appointing you as the interim Sheriff of Macon County until the next election.”

      Tyler blinked as the words settled around him. “Sir? Aren’t more qualified people already working for the Sheriff’s office?”

      The chief leaned back in his chair. “None with your experience or history. You’re a popular guy around these parts, Beaumont. Trustworthy and a real straight shooter. Plus, you’ve got the sympathy vote because the whole town knows your girl left you.”

      Tyler winced.

      The chief appeared not to notice Tyler’s discomfort as he continued. “Keep your nose clean and I wouldn’t be at all surprised to see you win that election in November. You start Monday.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Tyler shook the man’s outstretched hand and then followed the chief out of the office.

      “Shit,” Len Pomeroy came skidding around the corner looking more like a high school kid dressed up for Halloween than an officer sworn to uphold the law. It was the acne, Tyler thought. The close shave made the young officer break out.

      “Watch your mouth, Pomeroy,” the chief growled. “This is a public building.”

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” The young officer shot a pleading look at Tyler. Of course, since Pomeroy had made a spectacle of himself in front of the chief, there was nothing Tyler could do to save him.

      “Well, spit it out, son.” The chief was giving the younger officer the hairy eyeball. “What’s got your jockeys in a knot?”

      “Sir, he’s gone, sir,” Pomeroy looked terrified as if the chief would start walloping him with his meaty fists.

      “Who’s gone?” A cold chill of foreboding skittered down Tyler’s back. Somehow he knew what Pomeroy was going to say even before the officer cleared his throat and croaked, “Chris Morris escaped.”

      “Chris Morris?” the chief frowned. “You mean the guy that pulled a handgun on his ex-wife? Didn’t he have two broken legs?”

      Tyler took pity on Pomeroy. “He did, sir. He was in the hospital, handcuffed to the bed with an officer stationed outside of his room.”

      “Christ on a cross.” The chief pinched his forehead.

      Tyler stepped forward. “Don’t worry, sir. Pomeroy and I will investigate. It’s probably a mix-up. The hospital might have moved him to another room without alerting the officer on duty. You head on out to the reception. I’ll update you when we find Morris.” Tyler spoke with a conviction he didn’t feel.

      “Molly will have my guts for garters if I don’t make an appearance. I’m sure going to miss you, Beaumont. You’re a real go-getter.” The chief clapped him on the shoulder and then straightened his uniform. With a final glare at the unfortunate Lenard, he lumbered down the hall that led to the parking lot.

      Pomeroy frowned at Tyler. “What did he mean, he’ll miss you?”

      Tyler was still mentally unpacking all that had happened. First, the fax that told him Veronica Carter wasn’t who she claimed to be. Then that unnerving run-in with her at the campground. Followed by the news that he’d been promoted to acting Sheriff of Macon County. If all that weren’t enough he had to figure out where the hospital had stashed a criminal awaiting trial for attempted murder.

      Unless Chris Morris had managed to escape police custody. But how? It wasn’t like the man could have walked out of the hospital on two broken legs.

      There had to be a logical explanation.

      He clapped Lenard on the shoulder. “Come on, newbie. I’ll explain on the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Veronica

        

      

    

    
      The urge to vomit had me bolting from the bed as the sun crested the eastern treetops. Bolting was a relative term since MS made fast movement damn near impossible. Especially first thing in the morning. My brain woke up several minutes before my body was willing to respond. The autoimmune disease often came with a pins and needles sensation in my extremities, along with muscle cramps and the occasional feeling like an anaconda had wrapped itself around my midsection known as the MS hug.

      Luckily cabin number three had a small footprint. It took a half dozen lurching steps to get from the double bed to the dinky bathroom. I knelt before the toilet bowl, holding my long hair back with one trembling hand while I retched. I hadn’t eaten anything since before the twilight wedding ceremony, so nothing came up but a little bile.

      I sank back against the wall as my guts churned unpleasantly. What the hell? Was I getting sick? Bad timing. I needed to get gone before Officer Beaumont came back.

      A knock sounded on the outside door. “Rise and shine, V. I’ve got muffins and chai.”

      My insides lurched at the thought of food. I hauled myself up to standing, rinsed my mouth with a palmful of water from the sink, and then maneuvered through the living room to the cabin’s front door.

      Brittney Davis, the newly married kitchen witch beamed at me from her wheelchair. She wore a lime green sundress, and her blond hair was pulled up high in a ponytail. Her smile of greeting turned to a frown when she caught sight of my face. “V, are you okay? You look pale.”

      I forced a smile. “That’s just me sans makeup. What are you doing up so early? You just got married. Don’t you know you’re supposed to lounge in bed with your new husband all day?”

      “Okay first, I do enough lounging in bed as it is during the summer. Second, I’m used to keeping bakery hours.” Brittney’s normally chipper expression fell when she mentioned her bakery. Her asshole ex had set fire to it not long ago and Brittney was still debating whether to rebuild Treat Yo’ Self.

      “Killian didn’t have any better ideas to tempt you to stay in bed?” I tsked as I maneuvered down the steps to the Adirondack chairs.

      Her expression brightened at the mention of her new husband, and she blushed. “I think I wore him out last night.”

      “Good for you, B.” I took the mug she offered me though my stomach still felt too unsettled to risk a sip. At least the warmth felt good seeping into my palms. “I’m happy for you guys.”

      “Are you?” Brittney searched my face. “I was worried when I didn’t see you at the reception last night.”

      “I was worn out,” I fibbed. Though lying to Brittney was never fun, the last thing I needed was her finding out about Tyler’s sudden visit and probing questions.

      “I was thinking maybe you’d hit it off with Killian’s friend, Lucky.” Brittney’s gaze fixed on my face as she took a sip from her mug. “He’s in town for a few more days before he heads off to training camp. And he’s totally your type.”

      “Young dumb and hung?” I quipped, knowing it would make her laugh.

      “Exactly.”

      I raised a brow. “You think it’s a good idea to set me up with a professional football player? Aren’t they all crazy superstitious? I’m like the human version of a black cat.”

      She shrugged. “You never know until you try, right?”

      I let my gaze go unfocused as I stared out at the trees. “Right.”

      “V, is everything okay between us?” Brittney sounded worried.

      Her question surprised me. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Brittney shifted in her chair. “We never talked about what happened. With the love lure spell.”

      I barely stifled a grimace. Instead of easing my loneliness, that stupid spell had led to heartache and humiliation. I’d almost lost my best friend over it. “Brittney, I’m sorry. Just know if I had to do things over, I wouldn’t have cast the spell at all.”

      Britney rolled her wheelchair forward. It wasn’t the magically powered one that she favored. That sweet ride had been destroyed on the night her ex-husband had held her at gunpoint and I’d run over his legs in my VW. She had a new one on order with the witch who made enchanted objects for our online coven. I’d gotten used to seeing her glide about with seemingly little effort. Watching her struggle made my heart lurch. But Brittney being Brittney, persisted.

      “Look, I know you’re lonely. And I never apologized for losing it with you over the spell. I want to make sure we’re okay?” The last word rose as though she were asking a question.

      I covered her hand with my own. “We’re fine, B. Good as ever. I knew I was overstepping when I cast that spell without your permission. Admit it, though. The spell worked out great for you.”

      She nodded though she still looked uneasy. “It doesn’t seem right that it worked for me and not for you though since you were the one who wanted someone to be with.”

      I tried to play it off with a shrug. “Hey, as far as I know, there’s no time limit on the spell. Maybe I’ll get lucky and then get Lucky.”

      She laughed just as I hoped she might. “Good. I’m relieved. I hate being on the outs with you.”

      “We’re good,” I told her. “Now stop screwing around with me and go wake up the man in your bed. Lazybones is neglecting his husbandly duties.”

      Brittney laughed but I wasn’t surprised when she set her mug on the tray and turned to go. “You know I did promise him a date with the Purple People Pleaser.”

      I grinned at the nickname she’d given the big purple vibrator I’d bought for her. “Good for you, B. I’m happy for you. Both of you.”

      “Thanks, V. For everything.” She rolled over to the ramp that led to the manager’s cabin.

      My smile faded the moment she disappeared inside. Shit. Now I had to hang around long enough to go on a date with Killian’s former teammate. If I left, Brittney would get upset and spill to our coven about my odd behavior.

      I trusted my online coven for MS witches. Brittney more than most. I wouldn’t have made it through since my diagnosis without them. They were all willing to take me in at a moment’s notice. The universe had provided loyal and supportive friends, and I was grateful. It took a lot to put up with my crazy.

      So, I needed to go on a date before I took off. Maybe a quick drink or dinner at Smitty’s restaurant would satisfy Brittney. Despite my teasing, I had no real interest in Lucky. He was attractive with the sort of golden god’s looks most women found appealing. But after speaking with him for a few moments I knew he wasn’t for me. The man was too full of himself for my taste.

      Of course, my taste was questionable. Like the emotional trainwreck with Officer Beaumont. I’d suffer through a meal listening to Lucky regale me with all his football badassery and then leave before the dessert cart arrived….

      At the thought of food, my stomach lurched. I barely made it to the edge of the courtyard before the chai came back up in a rhododendron. What the hell was wrong with me?

      My body trembled as I sagged onto the flagstones. A flicker of unease drifted through me. I never got sick. Well, unless one counted MS. But the autoimmune disease was different from a virus. Cold and flu season bypassed me without a sniffle.

      Maybe I ought to see a doctor. Brittney could probably recommend someone. The kitchen witch knew everyone in Crestmont. Plus her sister was a nurse.

      I couldn’t think about her sister without battling more queasiness though. Especially not her name.

      Gathering my fortitude, I dragged myself to cabin three and crawled inside. Brittney would be busy for a while. I’d ask her later. At the moment, I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed, pull the covers over my head, and shut out the world for a little while longer.
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      Tyler had just stepped into the elevator when a feminine voice called out, “Hold it please.”

      Out of reflex, he stuck his arm out blocking the metal doors, so they didn’t close. A blond in pink scrubs darted past him into the car. Her big brown eyes went wide when she recognized him.

      Tyler stood there frozen. He hadn’t seen Emma Davis since the day she’d broken their engagement.

      She blinked when she recognized him and offered a weak smile. He stood like a statue covered with bird shit, arm still blocking the door.

      Move, idiot! his brain screamed.

      Tyler dropped his arm and pressed the button for the third floor. Cleared his throat.

      She shifted from foot to foot. “Hey, Tyler. What are you doing here?”

      He wasn’t about to discuss an open investigation with her. “Working, same as you. What floor?”

      Her expression fell. “Four. Thanks.”

      He hit the button and then stared at the numbers, willing the elevator to hurry the hell up.

      “I didn’t see you at the wedding,” Emma tried again.

      “I took the weekend shift.” His tone was colder than it had ever been. Damn it, he hated this. He’d carried this woman home, tucked her into bed, given her everything she’d asked him for. And then she’d gone and shattered his dreams.

      “It was nice,” Emma tried again. “Brittney put her own flair on everything.”

      Tyler didn’t want to think about the wedding. Or the fact that he’d been ready to spend the rest of his life with a woman he couldn’t bring himself to look in the eye. His mama had raised him that if you can’t say anything nice, keep your fool mouth shut.

      The elevator stopped at two. The door slid open, but no one was there. Tyler shoved at the close door button again and muttered, “Damn thing.”

      “I hate this,” Emma whispered. “Knowing that you hate me.”

      He rounded on her. “Emma, what the hell did you expect? You strung me along for the better part of a decade and then admitted you weren’t attracted to me weeks before our wedding.”

      She cringed back against the wall. “I’m sorry. I had to work through some things.”

      Seeing her on the verge of tears made him feel like a bully. He turned away, cramming himself into the corner to give her as much room as possible in the confines of the elevator car. He didn’t intimidate women, not even one who’d done him wrong.

      “I don’t hate you, Emma. I need some space. Okay?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her bob her head. “Okay. I really am sorry, Tyler.”

      Mercifully, the doors opened, and he stepped out onto the thin blue carpet on the third floor. “See you around.”

      Then he strode off toward the nurse’s station before she could respond. His pride was in tatters and though he was the sort of man who went out of his way to make everyone around him comfortable, he couldn’t assuage Emma’s guilt. His heart was still too raw.

      Focus on work. That was what he needed to do. Figure out where Chris Morris had gone and get the SOB back in police custody.

      The nurse at the desk had been on shift at the time of Morris’s disappearance, which the officer on duty had verified downstairs.

      “Did he have any visitors?” Tyler asked the elderly woman in blue scrubs.

      “Not a one.” The nurse, a gray-haired grandmotherly type, shook her head.

      “Did you see anyone who wasn’t supposed to be here?” Tyler asked. “Anyone out of the ordinary lurking around?”

      “Nothing like that,” she assured him. “The officer at the door drew some notice but no one lingered. Of course, I had to check on other patients. Someone could have come in when I was busy in another room, and I never would have noticed it.”

      Tyler thanked her and then headed into the room where Lenard Pomeroy was standing, hands on hips staring at the hospital bed and the handcuffs that were still locked to the bedframe.

      “It don’t make no earthly sense, Tyler,” the newbie shook his head. “Even if he could have somehow picked the locks there was no way he could have walked out of here past O’Sullivan.”

      Tyler had seen the X-rays downstairs. The man had multiple fractures in both legs that had to be put back together with more plates and screws than Tyler could count. Chris Morris’s legs had been pulverized by his run-in with Veronica Carter’s VW bug. The newbie was right, there was no way he could have left on his own.

      “All right.” Tyler nodded. “Dust for prints. Bag anything suspicious, including those cuffs. I’ll see if the hospital has any footage of this floor. I’ll put out an APB and check his house and his car. Find out if he has his phone on him. If he’s smart he’d have ditched it. But Chris Morris isn’t exactly a Mensa candidate. We could get lucky.”

      Lenard nodded. “Think we’ll find him?”

      “Everyone is somewhere,” Tyler huffed. “It might take time, but Chris Morris is bound to show up.”

      Not wanting to risk another run-in with Emma, Tyler took the stairs to the parking lot. He called the station to report and then headed out to Morris’ place to see if the man who’d done the impossible was dumb enough to head home.

      Morris lived in a trailer park along the county highway. It sat dark and still in the early morning light. Tyler parked in front and then jogged up the stairs. He knocked and wasn’t surprised when there was no answer.

      “Officer Beaumont?” Darlene Gibbs, owner of Crestmont’s only beauty parlor, poked her head out of her trailer across the way. “Whatcha doing here?”

      Tyler made his way over to the woman in the floral-pattered bathrobe who’d been doing his mother’s hair since before Tyler had been born. “Looking for Chris Morris. Have you seen any sign of him?”

      Darlene’s hair was cardinal red and cut short. She ashed her cigarette over the railing as she considered his question. “Not since the fool done got himself arrested. Besides, how would he get here? His car’s impounded and it ain’t like he’s got a slew of friends. Just that one fella.”

      Tyler extracted a notebook from his back pocket. “What fella’s that?”

      The hairdresser shrugged. “No one I know. Fancy guy. Well dressed in an expensive suit. Not the sort you’d see around here much. Drove a silver Lexus. I remember it was the same shade as his hair.”

      Tyler wrote down the description and then asked, “How old was he?”

      She shrugged “Hard to tell. He always came at night. Not that old, maybe your age. That was why the hair stood out. It was really long, like down to the middle of his back. He wore it loose. Most men who grow longer hair don’t take care of it. But his was perfect.”

      Bless hairdressers and the details they noticed. “Anything else?” Tyler asked.

      Darlene thought it through as she took another drag off her cigarette. “There was something odd about the way he moved. Very graceful. He almost seemed to…glide.” She frowned and then waved that away. “Eh listen to me being all fanciful. He was a handsome fella but not what you’d call approachable, you know what I’m saying?”

      Tyler bobbed his head and then shut his notebook. “Thanks, Darlene. If you think of anything else, give me a call.”

      “Will do, sugar.”

      He was halfway back to his car when she called out, “Oh and congrats on the promotion, Sheriff! You're making your mama proud!”

      Tyler waved and then slid behind the wheel. Only in a small town did word spread so fast.

      Speaking of which, Tyler sighed. He was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to head home and crash. But first, he had to tell Brittney that the man who tried to kill her had somehow escaped custody.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Veronica

        

      

    

    
      I’d just given up on sleep and decided to walk down by the lake when I spied Tyler Beaumont’s police cruiser turning into the Davis campground. A jolt of fear went through me. Had he found something? My paperwork was the best that money could buy but there were so many details that might have been overlooked. Was he here to arrest me for identity theft?

      He paused when he spotted me and tipped his hat. “Ma’am.”

      Translation: You difficult bitch. I snorted.

      He scowled. “What?”

      I raised a challenging eyebrow. “Ma’am? Really?”

      His tone was defensive as he said, “My mama raised me to be polite.”

      Did your mama raise you to take a woman to bed and then call out another woman’s name? I didn’t dare speak the words out loud. He hadn’t brought up our collision and I’d be damned if I would be the first to break. Judging by the good ol’ boy affect he was embarrassed that he’d succumbed to a woman like me, even while drunk. Or maybe he was embarrassed about calling me his ex’s name. He hadn’t said anything at the time. In fact he’d done what most men did. Rolled off of me and started snoring.

      I was the total opposite of his former fiancé. Brittney’s sister was lithe, blonde, and outspoken. I was statuesque, dark-haired, and secretive. When I’d first come to Crestmont, I’d felt the spark that kindled between me and Tyler. But a spark deprived of fuel and air would eventually die.

      Tyler wanted a woman like Emma. Someone who fit in this small town. Was civic-minded and plugged in organically to the local community. Not a stranger who stuck out like a sore thumb. I bet sweet little Emma had never run anyone over with her car. Not that I wouldn’t do it again to save my friend. But I wasn’t what the handsome officer of the law wanted for more than a little afternoon delight.

      No, I wasn’t about to open my heart up for more hurt where Tyler Beaumont was concerned.

      He moved closer and asked, “Is Brittney here?”

      “She was earlier.” I shrugged. “Her van’s here.”

      But Killian’s Tesla wasn’t. I was betting that the lovebirds were touring the countryside. Maybe skinny-dipping in a secluded grotto. I didn’t feel it necessary to share any of that with the good officer. “They just got married. I don’t know where they are but I’m pretty sure whatever they’re doing involves tab A and slot B.”

      I’d expected Tyler to blush or look away. The wholesome townie type often got all flustered talking about sex. Even with people who they’d had sex with. Instead, his gaze seemed to drink me in, scrutinizing every detail. “Are you all right? You look pale.”

      Not him too. “I’m always pale. Courtesy of my Russian grandmother.”

      Hazel eyes roved my face. “Can I get you anything? Maybe call someone.”

      I must look like shit if he was offering. Served me right going out without my makeup. But I’d felt too queasy to deal with eyeliner, fake lashes, and foundation. “I’m fine. Can I give Brittney a message?”

      Tyler blew out a breath. “This isn’t something I want getting out. But since you’re involved, I’m going to tell you.”

      “You know I can keep a secret, dirty or otherwise.” Under normal circumstances, I would have tagged on a wink, but I was too exhausted for games.

      Tyler bobbed his head. “Chris Morris is gone. Somehow he managed to uncuff himself and exit the hospital.”

      I shook my head, sure I’d misunderstood. “How is that possible? I thought his legs were broken.”

      “They are, I’ve seen the X-rays, and the surgeon confirmed it. Plus we stationed an officer outside his door. We don’t know how he left the hospital or where he went.”

      “His house?” I whispered.

      Tyler shook his head. “I just checked his place. There's no sign of him.”

      I swayed on my feet and would have gone down in a heap if Tyler hadn’t caught me. “Easy there. You all right?”

      “It’s the heat,” I murmured. My lips felt cracked and dry. “I don’t do so well in it.”

      “Let me escort you inside.” Putting an arm around my back, Tyler pulled me against him and half carried half dragged me inside cabin three. Dear sweet dark chocolate, the man smelled divine. I took deep, greedy breaths as he helped me to the beige and green checked sofa. Once I was situated, he disappeared into the galley kitchen. The sound of water running in the sink filled the space, followed by the slam of a cabinet door.

      He returned, carrying a glass of water. My hands trembled as I reached for it. He cupped his palms around mine to steady them. His gaze was like that of a hawk eyeing a juicy rabbit as he watched me take small sips.

      Please don’t let me vomit, I implored the universe.

      Thankfully, the water stayed in place. I set the glass aside and then leaned back. “Could you see if the AC can go any lower?”

      Tyler rose and then moved to the wall unit. He frowned as he hit the button. “The air’s coming out, it’s just not that cold. There might be a leak.”

      “Take it up with management,” I murmured.

      Tyler headed down the hall to the bathroom. I faded in and out for a bit but startled when a cool, wet cloth pressed against my forehead.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, reaching up to hold the cloth in place. “You don’t need to take care of me though.”

      “It’s what I do,” his tone was matter-of-fact.

      “Not always.” Reminding him that I had once tucked him into bed when he’d been too drunk to get home safely helped balance the scales. At least in my mind.

      Tyler’s brow furrowed and he sat back. “Mike from McGuffin’s told me you took me home that day. Thanks for that. I hope I didn’t make too big an ass of myself.”

      My heart was beating too hard. “You don’t remember?”

      Tyler shook his head. “Nope. I guess that’s why they call it blackout drunk. What did happen, anyway?”

      I couldn’t hold his stare and lie, so I shut my eyes. “Nothing much.”

      “Well, thanks anyway for getting me home. Are you sure there’s nobody I can call for you?”

      “Always digging into my background, Officer Beaumont,” I whispered.

      He shrugged. “It goes with the territory. Starting Monday, it’ll be Sheriff Beaumont. At least until November.”

      “Sheriff,” I looked him over and my lips curved up. “It suits you.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.” He swallowed and leaned back. “Want me to stay until Brittney comes back? I don’t like the idea of leaving you here alone. Chris Morris is on the loose with a grudge.”

      “And two broken legs.” I didn’t want him doing his Dudley Do-Right routine with me. It was hard enough being so close to him. And knowing that he didn’t remember anything that had happened….

      Well, at least that worked in my favor. Even if it stung my pride.

      Tyler hesitated and I reached out a hand, trying to look less pathetic. “I’ll be okay. You look exhausted. Go home and get some rest.”

      He let out a sigh and then nodded and stood up. He strode to the door, donned his hat, and then paused. “When Brittney and Killian get back from their baby-making escapade, tell them to call me.”

      The door groaned as it shut but I barely heard him.

      Baby-making. Baby-making.

      I struggled off the sofa and barely made it to the sink before the water came back up.
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      Tyler slept for most of the day and woke to the sound of the ringing telephone.

      “’Lo?” His voice was full of gravel after such a deep sleep.

      “Sheriff!” His mother screeched into the phone.

      “It’s just temporary.” Tyler rolled onto his back, scrubbing a hand over his face. The scent of jasmine filled his senses. It had since he’d been so close to Veronica Carter. He hoped she was doing all right. It had gone against his nature to leave her alone at the campground. He’d gone because he had no claim on the woman. She wasn’t his wife, his girlfriend, or a criminal. He had no proof of anything other than the social security number he’d found for her had been given to a dead woman.

      He didn’t think she or her secrets were dangerous. Besides he had bigger fish to fry.

      Speaking of which, his mother was still jabbering about opportunities and God not shutting a door without opening a window.

      “It’s really not a huge deal, Mama,” he said. “Just a short-term position until they can hold a proper election.”

      “Tyler William Beaumont, you need to celebrate the wins life gives you. I’ll expect you here for dinner within the hour.” His mother hung up before he could make an excuse.

      Honestly, he didn’t have one. Even if Mary Beaumont would have accepted it. The new job started in the morning, and he didn’t feel like going back into town and being congratulated or pitied. Sometimes living in a town the size of Crestmont was like living under a microscope. Tyler had more than his fair share of attention lately.

      Besides the only thing he wanted to do was fantasize about a woman he couldn’t get out of his head. Why did his bed smell so much like her? Or was he hallucinating? Heaven knew he’d had more than one vivid dream about getting her into bed since he’d met her. He’d imagined exactly how it would go more times than he could count, even when he’d still been engaged to Emma. Then he felt guilty. After she’d left him, he just felt pathetic.

      What he needed was a cold shower. Tyler rose and headed for the bathroom. Ten minutes later, he headed out the door and around the pond toward the house where he’d been raised. The day’s heat had subsided while he slept, and he decided to walk to his mother’s place.

      There had been a time when he dreaded making the trek. As much as he loved his mother, his father had been a bastard who drank too much and was always ready for a fight. Even with his son. In the twelve years since his death, Tyler had watched his mother finally come out of her shell. She reconnected with the community and the two of them were closer than ever.

      Mary’s old beagle, Benji, bayed at Tyler’s approach. Tyler let himself into his mother’s farmhouse and reached for the tin of dog treats she kept on the low table by the door. That shut the hound up and he trotted off with his biscuit to chew on the living room rug.

      “That you, son?” Mary called from down the hall.

      “Yeah,” Tyler hung his hat on the coat tree, taking extra care in knocking any dust or grime off his boots, and went in search of his mother.

      He’d expected to find her in the kitchen. Instead, she was digging through a box in the bedroom that used to be his.

      “What are you doing?” Tyler leaned on the doorjamb and stared down at the mess of photos spread across the dingy brown carpet.

      “Maude Clark is hosting a scrapbooking party tomorrow and I was just looking through some of these old photos to see if I could put something together. Awe, would you look at that.” She turned the image around so he could see the picture of himself down by the pond. The shot was in profile and his golden-brown hair had been more blond from days spent outside in the Carolina sun. He stood barefoot and his overalls were rolled up to right below knobby knees. His expression was pure concentration.

      Tyler laughed a little at the picture. “I remember I wanted to catch your dinner. All I caught was an old boot.”

      Mary laughed. “You were the sweetest little boy. I always thought if you and Emma had kids—” she cut off abruptly.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “It still catches me off guard at moments, too. It’s not like anyone died.”

      “The dream of your life together died.” Mary put the photo aside and then rose. “And Tyler, I’ll tell you what. It’s better that it died a quick death so you can get on with your grieving. The dream that I had when I married your father lingered like a ghost. If not for you—”

      “I know, Mama.” He drew her into his arms. Her hair was dyed the same nut brown as it had been all through his childhood. But he could see the silver roots at her scalp. “It’s okay. He’s gone. And we’re good.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes wet. “I just know the right woman’s out there for you, baby boy. You deserve the best.”

      She sniffled and then stepped back. “Some celebration, huh? Come on, I’ve got a stew on the stove and cornbread in the oven. And I even have some wine from that vineyard up by Black Mountain. Let’s raise a glass to the first Beaumont Sheriff of Macon County.”
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      Brittney was waiting for me when I arrived back at the campground. The expectant expression on the kitchen witch’s face spoke volumes.

      Shit. I knew Lucky had seen what I’d tried to hide behind my back at the drugstore. The way his eyes had gone wide as I’d babbled something about needing it for Brittney. Why did the guy have to be at that pharmacy at that particular moment? I’d driven two towns over to buy what I needed.

      Some days chaos didn’t work in my favor.

      Brittney waited for me to exit her van. Too bad it wasn’t winter so I could stuff my purchase in the depths of a coat pocket. But alas the daytime highs were in the mid-nineties, and I wore a fitted linen dress that had exactly zero pockets. Hell, the thing didn’t even cover my bra straps.

      “You know,” I said as I approached my friend.

      “I know. Lucky called Killian and said he saw you buying a pregnancy test.” Her tone sounded like an accusation.

      My shoulders slumped. “Actually, I bought three.”

      “What, are you playing the odds?” Brittney shook her head. “V, what the hell? Who were you with? And why did you tell me nothing about him?”

      I held up a hand. “B, I love you, but I am freaking the hell out. I need to take this.”

      “Come into my cabin,” the kitchen witch ordered. “The bathroom’s bigger.”

      “B—”

      “Save it. I will not leave you alone to get this news by yourself. Whatever news it is, I’m here for you.”

      I smiled weakly and then trooped behind her into the cool interior of the manager’s cabin.

      “Pets?” Bartleby, her talking cat, purred from the back of the sofa when he saw me.

      “Not now, cat.” Brittney rolled into her bedroom and gestured toward the bathroom. Feeling as though I was marching down death row, I shuffled in.

      Brittney waited long enough for me to unwrap all three tests and line them up on her counter. Then she rolled inside and shut the door.

      “How should I do this?” I asked, already overwhelmed. Though the sick feeling I’d been experiencing all day had faded, I was a mess of nerves and anxiety.

      Brittney bent down and extracted a dixy cup from under the sink. “Pee once, then dip the tests. That way you make sure the strips get coated.”

      I took the cup from her, lifted the toilet lid, and then hiked up my skirt before sitting down. I didn’t bother to ask Brittney to leave. What was a little urination between friends?
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