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CHAPTER ONE
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The Christmas lights seemed to continue springing up across Shiloh Springs every day since Thanksgiving. Every time Dusty Warner drove through downtown, it seemed like more were added until you couldn’t turn around without glistening white, brilliant red, and glittering green bulbs blinking and twinkling like a soft promise of peace. Even houses on the outskirts of town were adorned with visible signs of the holiday spirit. Too bad he didn’t feel it. There was nothing about this time of year that cheered his spirits or made him feel bright and shiny. Most years, he simply wanted the holidays to be over and done with.

Something about tonight made him feel antsy. Nothing he could put his finger on, just a sense of anticipation, an instinct that something big was bound to happen before the end of his shift. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel of his patrol car, humming along to “Jingle Bell Rock” on the radio. This early in the morning, the darkness felt like a familiar embrace, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling in his gut that today wasn’t going to be an ordinary day.

The familiar landscape surrounding the town of Shiloh Springs, his small-town sanctuary, unfurled before him—quiet roads lined with ranch fences and the occasional silhouette of cattle grazing under the stars. Tall pine trees clustered along both sides of the roadway, most of it only wide enough for two lanes of traffic, one going in each direction. The town itself was a few miles away, and since it was getting close to dawn—and the end of his shift—he knew he’d find fresh coffee and maybe hot cinnamon rolls when he finished working. It was Saturday, and Jill at How Sweet It Is made his favorite breakfast treat on the weekends. His stomach growled at the thought of the hot, gooey center of one of her yeasty rolls, smothered in decadent cream cheese frosting, and he decided it was close enough to the end of his shift to turn around and head back toward town.

He couldn’t help smiling as he watched the headlights of his cruiser flash across the fenceposts, the occasional bovine moving close enough to the roadside to catch his attention. This was his life—predictable, steady, and far removed from the chaos of his childhood—exactly the way he liked it. To everyone in Shiloh Springs, he was simply Dusty Warner, their easygoing deputy sheriff.

Nobody knew the weight he’d carried around for nearly two decades: the crushing disillusionment of being America’s golden boy, a child TV star with his own sitcom that made the highest ratings for his network, or the cost of stardom that had nearly swallowed him whole, and he liked it that way. They didn’t need to know. The badge pinned to his chest gave him purpose, the town gave him anonymity, and he intended to keep it that way.

Ready to make a U-turn and head back to town, movement near the brush on the side of the road caught his eye, and he slowed to a crawl. It wasn’t an animal—the movement was too deliberate. It was too big to be the stray that was driving Rafe crazy, the movements too jerky to be a cow that got out of its pasture. Narrowing his focus, he slowed down further, easing his foot off the accelerator, and spotted a figure crouching in the dark.

Who in their right mind would be hiding on the side of the road in this cold?

His hand instinctively moved to the flashlight resting in the console, placing it on his lap. Easing the cruiser to the side of the road, Dusty’s heart rate quickened slightly as he stepped out of the car, directing the bright light mounted on the patrol car toward the area where he’d spotted movement. Its powerful beam shone on a woman, disheveled, alone, and clearly out of place. Something about the whole situation felt off.

“You alright, ma’am?” he called, keeping his voice even and pleasant. The woman straightened, her face pale in the stark beam of his flashlight and the diffused headlights of his squad car. Her clothing looked worn, her coat too thin for the chill in the air. Even here in Texas they got cold snaps and today, the temps had dropped into the low twenties.

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine,” she said, though her voice trembled. Dusty heard the lie behind her words as clearly as he saw the exhaustion etched on her features. Who was she, and what was she running from? How had she ended up on the road to Shiloh Springs?

The need to protect—a reflex honed by years of law enforcement under Sheriff Rafe Boudreau—stirred in him. He approached slowly, gauging her reaction. She didn’t bolt, but her wide eyes tracked his every move like a cornered animal.

“You’re not from around here,” he observed.

“No,” she admitted, arms clutching her torso as if to shield herself.

Dusty’s gut told him she wasn’t dangerous, but she was in trouble and needed help. That was a problem he could do something about. “I’m Deputy Warner,” he said gently. “Let me help you.”

Her hesitation was palpable, the tension in the air between them thick enough he could almost touch it. Everything, from the way she shifted her weight, torn between trust and flight, showed she was on a knife’s edge. Every instinct he had screamed for him to keep her from fleeing. Whatever she was running from, it had driven her into the freezing night—and straight into his path.
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The bright glare of headlights pierced Sharon Elliott’s vision, and her stomach dropped. She froze in place, every nerve screaming for her to run. But her legs refused to obey, heavy with exhaustion and defeat. She’d been walking forever, every sound, every motion making her jump. Her body was on the verge of collapse, and if this was one of Cooper’s men, she was dead anyway. Except it couldn’t be one of Cooper’s people, because he was driving a sheriff’s cruiser, and Cooper didn’t have any people working for him in Central Texas, at least none she knew about. Of course, with his money and connections, she knew his reach stretched far, so she couldn’t be sure of anything. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to stay alert—not that she could outrun a turtle at this point; she was just too tired and hungry.

The man who had stepped out of the car radiated an aura of calm authority, his tan uniform crisp against the dark backdrop of the night. Sharon clutched her coat tighter around her body, feeling for the envelope hidden in the inside pocket of her coat, the last shred of her innocence. The rest was hidden, safe from Cooper’s clutches, but she’d needed something she could hold in her hands, something tangible. A touchstone to keep her sane, to remind her of why she needed to persevere. Because she was afraid this nightmare might be all in her head. Everybody had turned against her, sure she was guilty of the things her company accused her of—except she wasn’t. The only thing she was guilty of was believing the man she was engaged to, the man who’d betrayed her and set her up to take the fall for all his crimes. But she kept one thing with her: her salvation, which kept her putting one foot in front of the other, keeping her one step ahead of the Feds who were chasing her, and the men Cooper sent to find her or eliminate her before she could use the evidence to clear her name.

She hadn’t come this far, endured so much, to have it ripped away by a well-meaning peace officer. When he spoke, the words barely registered over the rush of blood pounding in her ears. Her mind scrambled for an excuse, a story that would sound plausible enough to satisfy his questions. “My car broke down,” she stammered, the words tumbling from her lips before she could overthink them. “I thought maybe I could walk into town.”

The deputy frowned, his eyes searching hers with unsettling perceptiveness. “In this cold? You’re lucky you didn’t freeze,” he said. “Let me give you a ride somewhere safe.”

Safe.

She almost laughed at the irony. There was no such thing for her anymore, not with her ex-fiancé pulling the strings and fabricating evidence to frame her. Not with law enforcement looking for her in every city and town she’d stopped at, determined to find her, convict her of crimes she didn’t commit.

Did the officer standing before her so confident, so friendly and assured, know who she was? Was he another one of the men who’d be happy to turn her over to Cooper, simply because he’d made sure the accusations he’d tossed her way stuck due to the falsified evidence? As much as she wanted to trust this stranger, she’d grown leery of believing anyone with an offer of help and a smile, only to find out they’d willingly stab her in the back for a couple of bucks.

But she had no choice except to go with the officer standing before her. If she refused his help, it would arouse suspicion, and that’s the last thing she needed at this point. One wrong step and Cooper Madison’s men would find her. Studying his face, she noted the strong jawline, the dusting of sandy-colored hair from beneath his cowboy hat. Nodding slowly, she swallowed her fear.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Can you tell me your name, ma’am?”

“Um, Sharon. My name’s Sharon…Elliott.” She gave him her name, hesitating slightly before her last name, changing it to her mother’s maiden name. It wouldn’t fool anybody for long if they had any computer experience and did a bit of digging, but it might buy her enough time to get out of town before Deputy Warner dug too deep.

“Okay, Miss Sharon, let’s get you into the car. I’ll turn the heat up and get you warm in no time.”

Climbing into the passenger seat, she pulled the seatbelt across her body with hands stiff from the cold. Within seconds, the tall stranger slid behind the wheel of the cruiser and adjusted the heat, and she almost groaned at the feel of warm air hitting her sensitized skin. She was so cold. It seemed like forever since she’d been warm. The last place she could remember was the women’s homeless shelter, where she’d spent a couple of nights before Cooper’s men caught up to her. She’d ended up sneaking away in the dead of night and done something she never thought she’d do—stolen a car.

It had been a crummy old hunk of junk, an older model, and she’d had no idea what she was doing, but she’d pulled a handful of wires from beneath the dash and did what she’d seen a thousand times in the movies and on television, fumbling with the wad of different colored wires, and somehow she’d managed to get it started. Unfortunately, the heat hadn’t worked, and the passenger side window didn’t roll up all the way, so she’d been freezing for hours. Still, it had gotten her away from San Antonio and Cooper’s men, which made it a golden chariot as far as she’d been concerned.

Biting back a hysterical laugh, she wondered if it had been reported stolen by its owner. She’d abandoned it earlier that day when she’d run out of gas, and didn’t have enough money to buy more. What meager funds she still had she was saving to buy food. So far, she’d managed to make do, eating only once a day, but within a couple of days, she’d be broke and completely destitute, unless she could somehow find a job.

Good luck with that, dummy. Who’s going to hire a stranger in a small town? One who can’t claim an address or even clean clothes. Cooper or his men are going to catch up to me, and he’s going to kill me.

As they drove, Sharon stole glances at the deputy. He seemed kind, even warm in his quiet demeanor. But she couldn’t afford to let her guard down. Too much was at stake. The envelope in her pocket felt like a lead weight against her chest, its contents the only lifeline she had left.

“Do you know anybody in Shiloh Springs?” She shook her head at his softly voiced question. “Well, we’ll get your broken-down car straightened out this morning. Town’s got an excellent mechanic, and he can get your car towed in. I’ll make sure he puts a rush on it.”

“I appreciate it, um, Deputy…” She trailed off, realizing she couldn’t remember his name. Not that she needed to, she wasn’t planning on sticking around longer than it took to get warm, maybe grab something to eat, and then hit the bricks, getting as far away from the handsome deputy as she could.

“Dusty Warner.” The smile he directed at her was warm and friendly, and it struck her straight in her core. It had her wondering when the last time anybody looked at her judgment-free and friendly, simply because. “Need anything more than a warm place?” he asked, his tone sincere.

She turned to him, her throat tightening at the unexpected offer of help. “No,” she whispered, the lie burning in her throat. “Thank you.”

“It’s still a bit early. I know country folks tend to rise with the sun, but we’re probably going to need to give Frank a little longer to get up and at ’em. There’s a great bakery in town, makes the best cinnamon rolls you’ve ever tasted. I’m headed that way. How about I treat you to one of Jill’s rolls and a cup of coffee?” The growl of her stomach answered his question, and he chuckled. “I’ll take that’s a yes.”

“Seems like I keep saying thanks to you this morning, Deputy Warner.”

“Please call me Dusty. Nobody in town calls me Deputy Warner. Shoot, folks probably wouldn’t know who you were talking about if you call me by that name.”

“Sounds like a wonderful place to live.” Nothing like Chicago, where she lived. Had lived. She sighed, wondering if she’d ever see her home again. Not that she had anything to go back to. A sterile condo. Few friends outside of work, and those she’d worked with all turned their backs on her when she’d been tarnished by scandal. Cooper had made sure of that.

“Shiloh Springs is a wonderful place to live. Of course, I might be a little prejudiced, because I’ve been here long enough to get to know all the folks around here, and they are the best.”

The town lights of Shiloh Springs came into view, their festive red-and-green holiday glow a cruel reminder of a normal life she could never return to. Clenching her hands into fists, determination hardened her resolve. She would survive this. It wasn’t like she had a choice. She was in a fight for her life, and she wasn’t about to lose—not to a lying, deceitful wretch like Cooper Madison. Somehow, she’d find a way to prove her innocence and bring him down.


CHAPTER TWO
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Sharon wrapped her hands around her cup of hot chocolate, staring down at the tiny marshmallows floating on top. For the first time all night, she finally felt warm. The cold outside had gone through her like icy fingers clawing at her soul. Now seated in the local bakery, with the heavenly scents of cinnamon, yeast, and sugar pervading the air, she felt a second of bliss. Dusty had been right when he said their local baker made the best cinnamon rolls in town. Hunger pangs had gnawed at her, and she’d practically inhaled it as soon as it had been placed before her.

“Feeling better?”

She nodded, finally looking up to meet the deputy’s gaze. He’d been nothing but kind and polite from the moment he’d found her walking toward town. Once she’d climbed inside his patrol car, he’d made simple small talk, telling her about Shiloh Springs, about some of the town’s characters, where the best places to eat were, and which shop had the best coffee. All good things to know—if she was staying—which she wasn’t. As soon as she figured out a way to head out of town without rousing suspicions, she’d hit the road.

“Yes. Thank you for the ride. I didn’t realize how cold it got in Texas.”

“We’ve had a cold front move in, made the temperatures drop. It’ll warm up in a couple of days. Where do you hail from?”

I stepped right into that, didn’t I?

“Up north. Illinois mostly, and Indiana.”

He nodded, took a sip of his coffee, then motioned to the girl behind the counter, and pointed to both of their plates, indicating to bring out two more cinnamon rolls. Guilt flooded her as she realized he knew she was hungry. He probably didn’t have a clue that it had been nearly two days since she’d had anything more substantial than a package of peanut butter crackers and a bottle of water. Keeping on the move, she’d hoarded every penny, which usually meant going without until the hunger pangs became too much.

“How about I call Frank at the garage and have him pick up your car? He can get it hooked up to his tow truck, have it hauled in, and take a look. Best mechanic between here and Austin, he’ll get you taken care of quickly and his rates are reasonable.”

Sharon swallowed down the bite she’d just put in her mouth. She couldn’t allow that to happen. If they found the car, they’d know it was stolen, and she’d end up in the county jail. Which meant Cooper’s men wouldn’t have any problem finding her.

“That’s okay. I…if you’ll give me his number, I’ll take care of it.”

Dusty looked at her, and she felt like he was seeing all the way to her soul. Could see all her secrets, all her lies. She felt stripped bare, and she was terrified he’d figure out she was the biggest fraud he’d ever met.

“Are you sure, Ms. Elliott? It’s no trouble, Frank’s a friend, and I’d be happy to make the arrangements for you.”

“I appreciate it, really. I’m grateful for everything you’ve done, but I’d rather take care of it myself.” She slid from the booth and stuck her arms into the sleeves of her coat, buttoning it all the way to her throat. “Thank you again, Deputy. I’d still be stuck on the side of the road, walking toward town if you hadn’t come past. I appreciate the help, and the breakfast.”

Dusty stood and reached forward, taking her hand in his. “It was my pleasure, Ms. Elliott. I know it’s not much of a welcome to Shiloh Springs, but I bet you’ll find we’re a nice place to visit and maybe stay a while.”

Drawing in a strained breath, she nodded, anxious to get away from Dusty. He seemed to see too much, know too much, and she had the feeling he was smart enough to figure out she was lying through her teeth about everything. With a nod, she turned and walked out the front door, turning right, not really knowing where she was headed, just away. Away from the man who was kind, nicer to her than she deserved. What she needed was a moment to herself, to rest and figure out what she was going to do, where she was going to go next, and how to do that with the remnants of what little money she had left.

Despondent at the thought of leaving another town before she’d even settled for a day, she spotted a bench. Tugging her coat closer around her body, to ward off the sharp chill of the wind, she took one step after another, before collapsing onto the chipped and weathered bench sitting outside Daisy’s Diner. Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep, calming breath, held it for a moment, and then exhaled. It really was a quaint town, exactly like she pictured a small southern town would be, even though she’d never in her wildest dreams expected to find herself smack dab in the middle of a crime drama, worthy of a television movie.

The early morning light hesitantly broke through the stubborn haze of anxiety wracking her body. In her trembling hands, the envelope felt impossibly heavy—not just a portion of the damning evidence that could prove her innocence, but the burden of being marked as a fugitive. Every crease and fold of the paper carried an echo of betrayal. It was proof, yes, but a curse as well. Most of the papers she’d managed to smuggle out of Cooper’s office were hidden away in San Antonio, far from Chicago, and as far as she’d gotten before Cooper’s men caught up with her. She knew they weren’t the only ones hunting her; the FBI was hot on her trail too. Unfortunately, Cooper had managed to get to them before she’d had a chance to tell them about his illegal activities, laying all the blame at her feet.

She drew in a shallow breath and tried to steady her racing heart. The betrayal by Cooper Madison—the silver-tongued corporate shark—had shattered her trust into a thousand irreparable pieces. It seemed impossible that she’d thought she was in love with the dirty, rotten snake, believing every lying word out of his mouth, only to be exploited and framed, left with nothing but a whispered promise of justice and salvation. Yet, the very evidence that could clear her name also painted a target on her back, a beacon for those who would do anything to preserve his empire of deceit.

As she considered her next move, her mind wandered back to that fateful moment on the side of a lonesome highway. Frozen and exhausted, despair nipped at her as painful as the cold wind whipping through her threadbare coat. The biting chill of an endless length of pavement stretched before her, and she’d wondered if she’d be able to take another step when she’d spotted the headlights of an approaching car. Following her first instinct, she’d tried hiding at the side of the road, adrenaline ramping up the terror she felt, praying that it wasn’t one of Cooper’s hired henchmen. Though they’d been instructed to bring her back to Chicago—back into Cooper’s clutches—she knew they were just as likely to kill her. Either way would provide the solution Cooper needed, her out of the picture.

Instead, the person who’d stopped was Deputy Dusty Warner. His silhouette, strong and reassuring against the harsh winds, seemed like an unlikely lifeline. His voice—steady, calm—had broken through the panic swirling within her. There had been something in the way his eyes carried the weight of responsibility and kindness that made her heart skip a beat despite the chaos of her reality.

Dusty wasn’t just a savior in that moment; he had ignited a spark within her, one she hadn’t dared to feel—hope. When he offered her a comforting breakfast, a rare kindness in a world so cruelly indifferent, Sharon had studied him with a mixture of relief, gratitude, and an unexpected, dawning attraction. His rugged features and unyielding determination painted him as the kind of man who could stand up to any storm, even the ones swirling inside her heart. Despite her desperate need to flee, part of her longed to trust again—to let someone in, to share the weight of her secret.

Girl, you are a piece of work. On the run for your life, being chased by hired guns as well as the feds, and you’re thinking about the hunky deputy like he’s the finest piece of chocolate in a box of Godiva. You need to get your priorities straight, before somebody puts a bullet between your eyes.

Now, as she clutched her secret tightly, grappling with the conflicting urges to run and to fight back against the injustice, a soft voice interrupted her brooding thoughts. A middle-aged woman, her eyes sparking with a knowing tenderness and a hint of mischief, stood in front of her. Her blonde hair was almost as tall as she was, and the twinkle in her eyes also reflected a kindness and compassion Sharon hadn’t seen in a long time, except for one woman who’d worked at the homeless shelter in San Antonio. And wasn’t that a sad thought, that a stranger had been kinder to her than her own family.

“Darlin’, you look like you’re carrying the weight of the entire world on your shoulders.” The woman’s tone was both gentle and laced with unspoken authority. “Mind if I sit?”

Sharon’s eyes lifted, wary yet in need of a human connection. Maybe the kindness of the deputy had awakened something in her, making her crave a moment of connection with a stranger. “Sure,” she mumbled, the edge of exhaustion softening her words. The presence of this woman was a welcome distraction from the relentless tension that gripped her every thought.

Draping a well-worn shawl over her shoulders as though it were a symbol of protection, and settling onto the bench beside her, the woman handed her a to-go cup. Sharon had been so caught up in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed the woman held two of them. “You’re a long way from anywhere you should be,” she observed kindly. “What brings you to Shiloh Springs, Sugar?”

In that moment, Sharon’s mind spun with a mixture of gratitude and terror. The envelope—her only tangible piece of the future she desperately hoped to reclaim—burned a hole in her hand. Instead of answering immediately, she took a sip of the warm drink the woman handed her—hot cocoa. On this chilly morning, so close to the holidays, it was the perfect touch to make her feel melancholy.

In a hushed tone, she replied, “I…” Somehow, she couldn’t force her mouth to form the usual lies she spouted to strangers. There was something about this woman, a warmth that was more than simple kindness to a stranger. She wasn’t sure how she knew this woman was important in a way she didn’t understand, but the thought crystallized in her mind with a certainty as strong as any she’d ever had. She’d hoped, even if only for a fleeting moment, to find refuge—a momentary escape from the relentless pursuit of a man who had turned her life into a labyrinth of betrayal. Now, in the space of a short time, she’d found kindness in not one but two strangers.

For a long second, silence hung between them—a pregnant pause filled with the unspoken understanding that every friendly face in Shiloh Springs carried secrets of their own. Yet, the deputy’s recent kindness, the vivid impression of his sincere concern and quiet strength, lingered in her heart like a fragile promise. It was a promise that perhaps, even in her darkest hour, there existed a chance for redemption—and even for love.

Sharon’s internal battle raged on. Every tremor in her hand was a reminder of the dangerous truth she held. The evidence in Chicago condemned her, both in the eyes of the press and in the eyes of the law. As her gaze darted around, half-expecting to see the unmistakable silhouette of Cooper’s enforcers in the distance, her thoughts invariably returned to Dusty Warner. His unwavering support and the subtle kindness in every word had lit an ember of hope in her that she couldn’t easily extinguish. How had that happened? She didn’t trust anybody; that was a lesson that had been hammered home with Cooper’s betrayal, and her family’s unwavering defense of him, turning their backs on her without allowing her any actual defense. Was it possible to find solace and trust again when every shadow whispered betrayal?

The woman seated beside her patted her arm gently, her soft voice pulled her out of her reverie. “Sometimes the hardest roads lead us to the people who were meant to walk beside us—no matter how battered we feel.” Her eyes glistened with tenderness and empathy, as if she too had once trod on dangerously thin ice. “Besides, it’s almost Christmas, and nobody deserves to be sad at the holidays. My name’s Patricia Boudreau, but everybody ’round these parts calls me Ms. Patti.”

Something niggled at the back of Sharon’s thoughts at the mention of her name, but it flittered away as quickly as it appeared. The arrival of Ms. Boudreau was the latest ripple in a day already filled with turbulent emotions, and the day had barely started. Sharon nodded slightly, her heart beginning to reconcile the need to escape with an overwhelming desire for protection and human connection. Even as the envelope burned between her fingers, she felt a subtle shift inside. Imminent danger loomed large, yet in that precarious balance she found an unexpected spark: an echo of hope illuminated by the memory of Deputy Warner’s eyes and the tender strength in his smile.
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