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      Get Kitchen Witch Wedding on audiobook narrated by Jacqueline Rendell 

      

      The best-laid plans to get laid…..

      

      Kitchen witch Brittney is comfortable in her midlife. She has her cat, her bakery in her hometown of Crestmont, and a coven of supportive MS warrior women to lean on. So what if she can’t get out of her wheelchair? Or if she and her sister don't get along? Even if she's a tad bit lonely, there are worse things. 

      

      Like football jocks. And making bargains with meddling friends who want her to date one. 

      

      Pro quarterback Killian doesn’t believe in magic or love outside family ties. When his sister calls him up with a request to take care of his niece and run her restaurant, Killian intends to do his duty and return to his fast-paced life in the big city. That's the game plan. So why can’t he stay away from the quirky little bakery or the enchanting woman who runs the place?

      It's almost like the little witch put a spell on him….

      

      Kitchen Witch Wedding is the first book in the Coven at Crestmont paranormal women’s fiction series. If you enjoy charming tales of love, resilience, and the power of belief, you don’t want to miss USA Today bestselling author Jennifer L. Hart’s scrumptious tale. Buy Kitchen Witch Wedding and divine the recipe for a happily ever after now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Brittney

        

      

    

    
      “Oh please, Brittney. You wouldn’t know a good time if you were sitting on its face,” my sister Emma slurred and then promptly slid off the barstool. The patrons of McGuffins didn’t turn a hair. There weren’t too many places in Crestmont where a soul could go to get rip-roaring drunk. Up until the 1980’s the town had been in a dry county, and while places like the country club served wine or craft beers, McGuffins was about the only place pouring hard liquor. Seeing someone wasted was just business as usual.

      Plus, they were all too busy watching the football game on TV.

      Maybe I would have been more concerned for her if I hadn’t been budgeting my energy bucks all week for our outing. Sisterly bonding and all that rot. I’d been careful to shower that morning, so the temperature shift didn’t trigger an MS attack. I’d paced myself all day, eating protein and taking my meds, resting at periodic intervals. And when I’d arrived, Emma had been well past sloshed and on her way to black-out drunk. 

       The shot glasses Emma had emptied sat upside down on the battle-scarred oak bar in front of her, lined up like good little soldiers.

      So much for girl’s night out.

       I rooted around in the saddle bags attached to my wheelchair until I found my phone and scrolled through the contacts. Someone half my age and autoimmune disease-free would have found the number in half the time. MS was a game changer though. It slowed my motor functions to a crawl. Everything I did was deliberate.

      My sister’s fiancé, Tyler, answered on the first ring. “You okay, Brittney?” 

      Despite the crappy situation, I smiled at the concern in his voice. Tyler was one of the good ones and not just because he was a police officer. “Yeah, but I need a hand with Emma. She sort of….” I trailed off as I cocked my head and studied my sister’s inert form. “Melted.” 

      “Melted huh? Like the wicked witch of the South?” 

      “That was the West,” I corrected, though I made no comments about witches. Even though Tyler was going to be family soon, there were some things better left in the broom closet. “Bottom line is she’s passed out on the sticky McGuffins floor.” 

      “I’ll be there in ten.” Tyler hung up.

      I stowed my phone and then gestured to Mike, the bartender. 

      He sauntered over, slinging the bar towel over his shoulder in a move I was sure he’d practiced in the mirror. “Can I get you something?” 

      “A vodka cranberry, please, Mike.”

      “Really?” A pimple peaked beneath the patchy white-blond stubble that Mike was trying to grow in but was turning out to be more of a neckbeard. “I’ve never seen you drink.” 

      “That’s because I don’t.” Booze plus MS meds weren’t a good combination. My usual method for combating stress was dark chocolate ganache. Emma’s comment about me not knowing how to have a good time stung and I didn’t have any cake to help me over the hump. Besides, vodka, if done well, didn’t taste like anything. I sometimes used it in ice cream to thicken the soft serve. 

      At his raised brow I explained, “Special occasion. We’re celebrating the big game,” I pointed to the TV where one oversized galoot was sacking another. Or was that tackling? I could never tell the difference.

      “This is from last season. Football is on hiatus.” Mike glanced down to where Emma snored. Then he shrugged and moved down the bar to pour my drink. While his back was turned, I checked to make sure no one was watching. Then using the come to me spell, I floated Emma’s wallet out of her coat pocket. It wasn’t fair that Tyler had to pick up her bar tab as well as her drunk carcass.

       Mike leaned over the bar to hand me my drink. I forked over my sister’s Visa and saluted him. Then with nothing better to do, I turned my attention to the TV. 

      Football and I had a long, sordid history. In high school, I’d been forced to go to the bonfires and Homecoming dances.  “It will help you fit in,” Mom had told me. “In the South, it’s all about family and football.” 

      She’d been trying to help me break free of my shell. I’d been the goth girl, the weird one with no friends. My only hobby was food, the kitchen was the only place I felt normal. Little did she know her insistence only got me bullied. 

      I was nursing my second drink when Tyler strode in wearing his uniform. I winced. I hadn’t realized he was on duty.

      “You’re not gonna lock her up in the drunk tank, are you?” I was pissed at her but not that pissed.

      “Nah.” He patted me on the shoulder in greeting and then bent down and scooped Emma up off the floor and slung her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “You need a lift, Brittney?” 

      Gesturing to my chair I said, “Think I’m fine to drive this sweet ride. Thanks though.” 

      He dipped his head and then turned, my sister, hanging limply over his back like a human stole.

      Mike handed me back Emma’s card and the receipt, which I signed with a shaky X. Fine motor skill, like writing, were the toughest to keep a handle on. Of course, my large motor skills weren’t too great either, hence the wheelchair. Once again, my attention drifted to the TV as two men collided with the force of battering rams.

      “Idiots,” I breathed. Didn’t they know how fragile the human body was?  What a delicate and breakable machine they inhabited? All the money in the world couldn’t buy a soul another home if their physical being was wrecked beyond repair. 

      “Great game, huh?” Mike leaned on the sticky bar top that he should have been wiping down.

      “Freaking fabulous.” I knocked back my drink and then turned my wheelchair and headed out into the night. 

      Screw vodka. I needed chocolate. 
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      Other than my time at the culinary institute in Hyde Park, I’d lived in Crestmont my entire life. It was a quirky hamlet at the base of the Blue Ridge mountains. The kind of place you pass through if there’s a detour on the inner state. Not scenic enough for tourists, not inspiring enough for artists, and not large enough for remote workers who were used to Starbucks and McDonalds. No chain stores were allowed inside town limits to preserve the rural beauty and small-town lifestyle.

      The town council tried. As I wheeled my way down the street I passed fairy lights on the lampposts. They were strung along the gazebo in the town green as well. The sidewalks were freshly swept. Begonias and petunias blossomed in ceramic planters outside the drugstore, the hardware store, the outdoor adventure emporium, and Treat Yo’ Self, my bakery around the corner at the far end of Main Street before the turn off to the county road. The most unique thing about Crestmont was the giant wooden arrowhead that had been sculpted in the 1980s. The years of Carolina sun, wind, snow, ice, and rain had dulled the intricate carving, wearing away the sharp detail. That was Crestmont in a nutshell. An attempt at bold art wound up looking like an enormous butt plug.

      The late spring air was warm and held the promise of rain. It was a new moon tonight and heavy clouds obscured the stars. The sultry threat of summer hung thick in the air. I had the wild impulse to head to the bakery and start whipping up something that fit the season. Bright fresh flavors like lemon tarts or maybe strawberry pie. It was what I used to do when the night made promises and summoned my gift for innovation.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt the urge to experiment. It had been even longer since I gave in to it. Emma was right—I didn’t know how to have a good time. My mind fixated on things like conserving energy so I could handle the necessary bits and bobs of life. Did a decent job of it, too. Living with an autoimmune disease was a beast and an unpredictable one at that. Every day was a fight. I broke down my to-do list into manageable pieces. Tackled each task one at a time. When I had energy, I made the most of it. When I didn’t, I cut myself some slack. No one called me out if there were only two options for sweets instead of five. My customers had been fantastic and supportive. I learned to eliminate first, automate second, and delegate third. Josie May Croft the accountant did my bookkeeping as well as my ordering. Harvey Greer came in every evening to wash dishes and wipe down tables, sweep the floors, and spritz down the display case as well as my front window. I hired Marney and Ethel, two senior citizens looking to make their social security money stretch to work the counter on our busiest days and take leftovers to the food bank. I batch-cooked breads, cakes, tarts, and cinnamon rolls early in the day before my energy flagged. I never pushed too hard or tried to reach for more. Impulsiveness was a luxury of health. My happy ass lived in survival mode.

      So, what if it was a tad bit boring? There were worse things.

      I rode on past Melody Lane and smiled when I saw Rhett and Gillian Fisher playing with their diaper-clad son. A pang went through me as Rhett crouched low and reached for the tow-headed child. The boy squealed and ran off, forcing his father to catch him. Rhett picked him up and swung him around. Gillian made some sort of remark that I couldn’t hear. Setting the boy on the ground, Rhett went after her, picking the petite brunette up and hefting her over his shoulder, giving her a playful swat on the ass and making the child laugh and the woman cry in mock outrage.

      Tears stung my eyes. Gillian saw me and waved. I waved back and then forced my chair away before she could approach. A yawning pit of grief had opened in my chest. I hated being a voyeur to that sort of simple happiness. Always on the outside looking in. Most of the time, I could focus on gratitude for the things I did have. But the dream of the man and the baby was the hardest to live without. Especially when it seemed like everyone else had it.

      I got MS instead.

      The pity party was getting ugly. Time to phone a friend. I reached for my phone and then dialed Veronica. The two of us were the last women standing—so to speak—in our MS group who weren’t married. My asshole ex had left when I’d gone into the wheelchair. And as far as I knew, V had never been married. With the chaos witch, it was hard to tell. Veronica did love shrouding herself in secrets.

      The phone rang and rang and rang. No answer. Blowing out a breath, I hung up and then shoved the device back into my bag. The urge to innovate was gone. Now I just needed to ingest as much chocolate as I could to fill the abyss in my heart.

      I pointed my chair east and funneled my magic into the wheels. I had no idea how people dealt with chronic illness without the benefit of magic. It was something to discuss in my online coven for MS Warrior Witches. They were my rocks, my champions, and women I adored who understood what I dealt with. Now and then we got together at the beach or in the mountains and once we’d even road-tripped together to help a fellow MS witch out with her little ghost problem. I wished they lived closer, but travel, like everything else, was a struggle.

      Pulling myself together, I waved to Mrs. Prescott as she came out to refill her hummingbird feeders.

      “Rosemary garlic bread tomorrow, Brittney?” She called out even though she knew the schedule as well as I did.

      “That’s Sunday,” I answered. “Tomorrow is cheddar and jalapeño.”

      “Oh, that sounds fabulous. I’ll have to come by and get some for Howard’s lunch.”

      Howard was Mrs. P’s thirty-something failure-to-launch son. After my divorce, she’d made some not-so-subtle hints about the two of us dating. I’d told her, honestly at the time that I wasn’t ready to date. What I didn’t say was that I’d rather have a root canal. There was no way on earth that I would ever be able to give Howard the man-child the sort of care and devotion she heaped on him by the truckload. She was a sweet lady as well as a good customer and I kept my opinion about her offspring— the entitled jackass— to myself.

      “See you then.” With a final wave, I hurried on. I’d learned long ago that most people didn’t really want my opinion. It was easier to get along in a small town when I glossed over the bits I didn’t agree with, smiled, and never complained. Then I got to be, “Brittney you’re so brave,” or “I just don’t know how you do it, Brittney.” Much better than Brittney the bitter wheelchair-bound divorcée.

      I slowed to a stop outside Smitty’s restaurant when I spied the light on in Treat Yo’ Self. That was odd. Both of my employees had left before lunchtime. I’d stayed setting the dough for the cheddar and jalapeño bread. I’d shut off all the lights before heading to the bar.

      Through the plate glass window, I spied a silhouette pass from the display case into the kitchen. My hands shook as I reached for my phone again.

      Someone had broken into my bakery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Killian Smith collapsed onto the leather sectional positioned to take in the view of the Charlotte skyline. Hurst Tower was lit like a beacon warding off the encroaching darkness. The sight gave him no pleasure. He rested his head against the couch that had cost more than his first car and closed his eyes. He didn’t know what to do with himself. Off-season sucked canal water backward. Sure, he still hit the gym daily and drilled on his own, but time seemed to slow and stretch around him after he finished. Hanging out with his teammates grew depressing as many of them were half his age. At forty-two, he’d reached senior citizen status for a quarterback. If he were honest with himself, he knew if not for the formation of the Cougars, he would have been looking down the barrel of retirement.

      The new team had been patched together with washed-up legends like himself, temperamental discards, and wet-behind-the-ears rookies fresh out of college. Their bodies didn’t hurt the way his did at the end of a tough practice. Young, dumb, and full of cum, they went out partying and then hit the field like they were immortal, and their star would never fade.

      Dumbasses. Killian knew because many moons ago, he’d been one too.

      He didn’t have time for that shit. Not if he wanted to make it to fifty as a quarterback. A twinge in his right knee told him he was dreaming the impossible. But like he always did, he shoved those thoughts aside. Mental toughness was everything. He couldn’t let his age or minor aches and pains distract him. He couldn’t let anything distract him. Killian didn’t have a middle name, but if he did it would have been compartmentalized.

      He snorted just as someone started beating on his door with a closed fist. “I know you’re in there, Killjoy.”

      Killian rolled his eyes at the nickname. “Piss off, Lucky.”

      Luke, “Lucky” Lamont didn’t. Instead, he battered the door again like his ass was on fire. “Come on. The whole team is meeting up at this new club. You’re the quarterback. You need to make a cameo.”

      Killian shoved himself off the couch. If he didn’t open the door Lucky would just shout through it. Subtlety was wasted on the wide receiver. Ignoring his twinging knee, Killian strode to the door and yanked it open. “My clubbing days are long over, Lamont.”

      Uninvited, the blond wide receiver brushed past him and made his way to the fridge. He opened it and leaned in as though he owned the place. “Come on Killjoy, it’s me you’re talking to. Your clubbing days never really began. I know, I was there.”

      He had been. The two had been drafted together. They were a team and their star had quickly risen in the ranks. Sure, bars and clubs were decent places to pick up a woman or two for the night, but the real temptation sat behind the bar on high shelves. Lucky had dragged him out a few times, but Killian was always the designated driver. Or he left early, wanting to review tape for an upcoming game.

      Lucky popped open a Styrofoam container full of take-out Chinese. He scooped Sesame chicken and fried rice onto a plate. He didn’t bother to microwave the plate before digging out a fork and chowing down.

      Killian made a face. “That’s from last week. You’ll get sick.”

      “Then why didn’t you throw it out?” Lucky’s big brown puppy dog eyes fixed on him as he shoveled more of the rotting leftovers into his mouth.

      Killian never threw food out. Ever. Even if it was bad, the thought of the waste made him break out into a cold sweat. If not for his cleaning service, he would have been buried in refuse long ago.

      “You want food poisoning, it’s your funeral.” Killian turned away. He wouldn’t have eaten it. He was in training. But his date had a craving and that had been her order. The fact that she hadn’t wanted to take the mostly untouched meal home meant that even though she had a nice rack, he’d brought her leftovers home instead of her.

      “I don’t get you, man,” Lucky said between bites. “You’re at the top of your game, we could go all the way next season and here you sit like a miserable bump on a log. You’re such a sourpuss. Didn’t anyone ever tell you quarterbacks are supposed to be charming?”

      Killian grunted. “I’m not some prince from one of the fairytales your mama reads to you every night.”

      Lucky jabbed the fork in his direction. “Don’t you go dissing Mama Lamont or QB or no, I will fuck you up.”

      Killian ignored the threat. “I’m good at my job. The team’s PR rep said that I should keep my mouth closed, and not stir the pot so that’s what I’m doing. It’s what we all should be doing if we want a shot at a ring this season.”

      “Some of us can multitask.” Lucky polished off the Chinese and then dropped the plate into the sink. “You know, have fun and play hard? They aren’t mutually exclusive. You should try it sometime. I know you have this whole dark brooding vibe going on, but seriously, life is too short to be a permanent buzzkill. At least come out and pick up a woman for the Gala next month.”

      Killian folded his arms over his chest. “If I pick up a woman tonight for next month she’ll be hanging around for a month. Wanting things.”

      “Heaven forbid.” Lucky held up his magic hands that could summon a football like a genie from a lamp. “Have it your way, Killjoy. Sit up here and watch your dusty old game tapes until you fossilize if that’s what makes you happy.”

      “Winning makes everyone happy,” Killian countered.

      Lucky waved and headed to the door. “You don’t know what you’re missing, brother.” With that parting shot, he slipped out into the night.

      Lucky was wrong. Killian knew exactly what the guys would get up to that night. He’d done enough partying in college to last a lifetime. As soon as he’d been drafted he’d cut himself off though. No sense in tempting fate. Too many athletes partied too hard, killed too many brain cells with nose candy and booze, and then made a stupid mistake on the field that prematurely ended their careers. The gravy train derailed, and they were left floundering.

      Killian Smith didn’t flounder. He planned, worked, and fought his way up until he’d made a name for himself. Eight more years, then he’d hold the record for the oldest quarterback. He needed that time to plan for whatever came next.

      Maybe he’d be a coach. Not in the NFL though. He wanted out of the spotlight. Maybe a high school coach. Coach Jameson had altered his destiny for the better. Without him, who knew where Killian would have ended up?

      Prison maybe. Or dead in a ditch. His prospects in high school had been slim.

      His phone buzzed, breaking him from his dark thoughts. Killian groaned. That better not be Lucky with a fresh argument about why Killian ought to pop on by the club.

      But when he fished his cell from his pants pocket, another face appeared on the screen.

      “Bex?” Killian asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Can’t a sister just call her big brother to say hi?” Bex sniped in a tart tone.

      Killian waited. “Are you okay? Is Sophie hurt?”

      “She’s fine. She’s at a sleepover right now.”

      He waited.

      She blew out a frustrated sigh. “I need you to come home.”

      “What?” Her words made no sense. “Bex…this is my home.”

      “Don’t be obtuse, Killian,” his sister snapped. “I mean Crestmont. I need you to come to Crestmont.”

      Suddenly his throat felt tight as though someone was slowly strangling him. He hadn’t been to Crestmont in years. He hated Crestmont and Bex knew it. “Can’t you come to me? Maybe we can take Sophie to the beach or—”

      “I can’t, Killian.”

      “Why not?” He asked, exasperated. “If it’s a matter of money you know I’ll send whatever you need.”

      “It’s not the money. At least, not just the money.” Her next words hit him like a full-body tackle. “I’m in jail, Killian. I need you to bail me out.”
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      Tyler deposited Emma on the brass bed in his guest bedroom. He could have taken her to her apartment, but he was coming off duty and wanted to keep an eye on his wayward fiancée. At the same time, he wasn’t enough of a martyr to tuck her into his bed. She snored like a buzzsaw, a sound guaranteed to keep him up all night.

      He knew because he’d tried that the last time she’d gotten blackout drunk.

      Sighing, he went into the adjoining bathroom and filled a cup with water. Then he shook out a couple of aspirins into his palm and carried both to place on the bedside table. What did it say about the future of his and Emma’s relationship that any night she wasn’t on shift at the hospital, she got blitzed? When he’d asked her about it, she’d told him she was stressed about work and the wedding and all her mother’s expectations. Tyler understood that. He’d hoped that her outing with Brittney would give her a chance to vent. Maybe make some positive changes. He’d already offered to elope if that would make things easier for her. Sure, his mama would be upset if her only son got married without her, but he hated seeing Emma this way.

      He brushed some hair off her face. She was so young. Ten years younger than Brittney. In the beginning, it had been her energy that had drawn him in and made him feel alive. It was the main reason he’d proposed. But carrying her home night after night, checking to make sure she didn’t choke on her vomit, had gotten old fast.

      “Just tell me what you want, Em,” he murmured. “I just want to make you happy.”

      Her only response was a snore.

      After checking to make sure the night light was on in the bathroom, he slipped out the door into the hall. He needed a shower and maybe a beer. Nope, scratch that. If Emma needed something he wanted to be one hundred percent clear-headed.

      He’d just poured himself a glass of orange juice when his phone lit up. For the second time that evening, Brittney’s face appeared on his screen. She was probably calling to check on her sister. Brittney was good like that. No matter her personal struggles, she always thought of everyone else.

      “Everything okay, Brittney?” Tyler answered.

      Brittney’s voice was raspier than usual. “Tyler? Someone broke into my bakery.”

      He straightened. “Where are you? Did you call the station?”

      “I’m on the sidewalk across the street. Right in front of Smitty’s. The back door is wide open, and I hear a noise like someone knocking things over.”

      “It might be a wild animal,” Tyler already had his keys in hand and was halfway out the door. He had bear spray in the glovebox of his cruiser as well as his stun gun. His sidearm was holstered at his hip. “Stay in public view. I’ll be there in ten.”

      “I will,” Brittney promised.

      His Bluetooth connected his phone to the cruiser automatically. He executed a broken K turn while commanding the virtual assistant to dial the station house. By the time he hit the county road heading back toward town, he’d alerted the officer on duty to the situation.

      There was no parking in front of Smitty’s, not that he expected it on a Friday night. He spied Brittney, still seated in her wheelchair. A crowd gathered around her. He double-parked directly in front of the bakery, lights flashing. After snagging the pepper spray and the Maglite out of the glovebox he exited the vehicle. He clipped his walkie-talkie to his belt, turning the volume down low. The last thing he wanted was to startle the intruder be it man or beast.

      He knew he ought to wait for backup. Then again, he’d feel stupid if it was a raccoon or a squirrel on the loose.

      “Tyler?” Brittney called out.

      “Stay back. All of you. I’m going to have a peek.” Clicking on the flashlight, he jogged across the street and into the alley between the bakery and the dog groomer next door.

      “Anyone in here?” he called out. “This is the Crestmont police.”

      Nothing.

      He went ahead into the building, shining the light back and forth over the counters and floor. The glass display case was clean and still locked. No evidence of food half eaten or animal prints. He swept the beam around the little bistro tables that sat neatly against the front window and checked under the pink vinyl booths along the far wall. No sign of glowing eyes or droppings.

      A loud crash from the back room was followed by a cuss word. Not a bear then, unless it was a new breed of bear that had a husky feminine potty mouth.

      He turned toward the hallway that led to the kitchen. The light was on under the door. More proof that the intruder was human.

      “This is Officer Tyler Beaumont of the Crestmont Police. Come out with your hands up.” His own digits hovered over his holstered weapon. He’d never drawn on a human being before. Usually, the flashlight and pepper spray got the point across. But this could be a tweaker stripping the copper out of Brittney’s walls to sell. Better safe than sorry.

      He counted to five under his breath and then drew the .38. He pointed it at the ceiling as he made his way around the glass display case. He paused at the swinging door and then took a deep breath. Weapon in hand he barged through the door.

      “Freeze!” Tyler pointed his sidearm at the figure clad in black that stood at a right angle to the door. She wore a pink apron with the bakery’s logo on it and her jet-black hair was pulled up in a messy bun at the crown of her head.

      The woman didn’t respond, her attention fixed on whatever was in the metal bowl before her. Her lips moved in time to lyrics he couldn’t hear. It took him a minute to understand that she had air pods in her ears. No wonder she hadn’t responded.

      Just then she looked up and he fell into eyes that were more violet than blue. She looked from him to the barrel of the .38 and then slowly, she put her hands up in the air. They were coated in flour.

      “Don’t shoot,” she said in the huskiest voice he’d ever heard. “I’m unarmed.”

      Tyler pointed the barrel up to the ceiling again before he approached her. “You’re trespassing after breaking and entering.”

      “I didn’t break anything. The door was open, so I let myself in.” the woman murmured in her husky, accent-less voice.

      “Is that something you do often?” he asked. Was she mentally ill? As he moved behind her Tyler patted down her hips and torso, arms and legs, making sure there were no hidden weapons concealed on her person. All he found was warm curves. “Let yourself into closed-up businesses?”

      “My friend owns this place. I thought I would surprise her.” She didn’t sound panicked or defensive, merely as though she were stating a fact.

      Holstering his weapon, he gripped her left arm, then led it to the small of her back. He clicked a handcuff onto her fragile wrist. She turned her head, those electric eyes sparking over her shoulder. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, sugar.”

      He dropped his gaze and reached for her other flour-coated hand. He needed to focus on the task before him. Didn’t matter that his junior officer stood at attention at the sight and feel and sound of this woman. She had broken the law. He needed to do his damn job and secure her.

      “You have the right to remain silent,” he began, and a laugh bubbled up out of her.

      “Oh, dear sweet dark chocolate, I like this town already,” she cooed.
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      My anxiety spiked as the minutes ticked by with no sign of Tyler. What if it was a bear? Or a serial killer? He really should have waited for back-up.

      After what felt like an eternity, Irene and Jerry, two more of our local LEOs arrived in a second cruiser. Parking on the curb in front of Treat Yo’ Self, they headed in, calling out to Tyler as they went. A few minutes later they returned, weapons holstered. Behind them, Tyler’s golden-brown hair appeared. A fourth person was with them, shorter than Tyler but much taller than Irene’s five foot one. I squinted my eyes trying to make out features but then someone stepped in front of me, trying to get a better look.

      “Damn it,” I grumbled and then pivoted my chair toward the dip in the curb. I crossed the street in moments just as a dark head was lowered into the back seat of the squad car.

      “Tyler?” I called out as he shut the rear door. “What’s going on?”

      He shut the door and then turned to face me. “Do you know someone by the name of Veronica Carter?”

      “V?” I blinked, my gaze shifting from him to the squad car. Sure enough, Veronica was seated regal as a queen in the back seat. “Oh, my stars.”

      “So, you do know her.” Tyler shifted his weight. “Did you know she was coming into town? She said your door was unlocked.”

      Well, that was total bullshit. My door was never unlocked. We may live in a small town, but my mother would have had an aneurysm if she found out I was playing fast and loose with my safety. It was difficult enough to appease her worries and not a Sunday dinner went by where she didn’t list the benefits of moving home.

      “No, I didn’t know she was coming,” I told Tyler, whose hazel eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. “But she has an open invitation anytime.”

      “And the door?” Tyler asked.

      I shrugged. “It must have slipped my mind.”  Veronica had a way with locks, like most of her caste of witches. Yet another thing Tyler didn’t need to know.

      “You need to be more careful,” he lectured.

      “I will.” I peered around him at the cruiser. “Tyler, she has MS, too. You should let her go.”

      His expression softened. “So, you don’t want to press charges. I just need to be sure.”

      “Yes, I mean no. No charges.” I was anxious for him to release my friend.

      He let out a long breath and then closed his eyes. “Fine. Just be more careful.”

      I waited full of anxiety as he opened the door and carefully pulled V out, his hand on her

      head so she didn’t hit it. She turned, presenting him with her back and he lowered the key to the cuffs and undid them. She turned to face him, rubbing her wrists as she gazed up at him.

      “Next time, it would probably be a good idea to let your friend know you're coming,” Tyler was all Officer Beaumont in his sternness.

      V’s lips twitched. “Yes, Sir.”

      Tyler stiffened and their gazes locked. He didn’t apologize, not that he needed to. I was the idiot who assumed the worst and called him.

      “What are you doing here, V?” I broke into the odd moment between the two of them.

      “Surprising you.” V finally tore her gaze away from Tyler and leaned down to hug me. “I guess it worked.”

      She smelled of jasmine and mist, a little deep and mysterious, just like her. Even wearing my apron and with flour coating her cheek, she was beauty incarnate.

      “I tried to call you earlier,” I told her.

      She shrugged one slim shoulder. “My phone’s dead. I lost the charger somewhere between Austin and Albuquerque and haven’t bothered to pick up a new one.”

      Classic V. I shook my head and smiled. “Well, we’ll order you a new one ASAP. I’m sure I’m not the only one who is trying to get a hold of you. Where’s your car?”

      “Your place, along with my stuff.”

      “So, you’re going to stay for a spell?”

      Veronica winked at me.

      Tyler was still watching us as though he expected something to happen.

      “Let’s go inside,” I told her.

      Without asking, Veronica rounded the back of my wheelchair and then pushed me forward. She was the only person who did that without asking. I liked it, it felt as though the two of us were moving in sync.

      We entered the bakery and the familiar smells of yeast and herbs and spices helped me relax for the first time since I’d entered McGuffins. Or maybe that was knowing V was in Crestmont, in my bakery and she intended to stay. I didn’t realize how lonely I’d been until she arrived.

      We headed into the kitchen, and I took in the mess with a frown. “What were you trying to make?”

      She leaned against the counter, blue eyes bright. “You and me, B. We’re the last witches standing.”

      “So to speak,” I added absently.

      “It’s time we do something about that.” Her brilliant violet eyes sparkled with mischief. “We’re going to cast a love lure spell.”
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      Killian paced across the scuffed linoleum in the police station as he waited for the powers that be—namely the lawyer he’d hired, Clemons Abrams the III—to spring his wayward sister.

      Abrams had disappeared past the bulletproof glass and solid door the dispatch officer guarded like a hawk. He’d been in there, talking to someone for the better part of an hour. Still no sign of Bex.

      Killian’s skin crawled. He felt as though everyone who passed through the station house eyed him. They probably did, though not for the reason most people watched him. For the average citizen, Killian was an NFL quarterback. Strangers asked him for photos and autographs. He obliged every single request. It didn’t matter what else he was doing. A habit that had irritated many of his girlfriends. Too damn bad. The fans were the reason he made a living. They would always come first.

      But in Crestmont, he would forever be that wild Smith kid. The one whose dad had left his mom for his much younger secretary and abandoned his children. He was the boy who’d been picked up for shoplifting cereal so he could feed his hungry little sister because his mom had blown her paycheck on a 1-900 psychic hotline. He had been the high school quarterback that had taken them to the state championship in his junior and senior years and had partied and left havoc in his wake. And he was the man who walked away without a backward glance.

      How could Bex stand staying in town, where everyone knew every sordid detail of their past?

      He would never understand why she’d stayed.

      Clemons Abrams the III appeared in his white seersucker suit. His eyebrows were about two inches wide and curled up above deep brown eyes. Killian guessed he was in his late sixties or early seventies. He’d lost a lot of muscle tone but still held himself erect like he was a pillar of justice. “The judge is out fishing for the weekend. We can’t spring her until Monday.”

      Killian slumped onto one of the hard plastic chairs. It creaked under his weight. “What did she do?”

      His sister was the morally upright one, the good Smith kid. Sure, her marriage had fallen

      apart, but that was hardly her fault. It’s not like they had the greatest examples of healthy relationships.

      “She was driving under the influence.” Clemons shook his head. “Third strike. She’s going

      to have to serve time, I’m afraid.”

      Killian scrubbed a hand over his face. A nightmare. This was a nightmare and any second now he would wake up tangled in his Egyptian cotton sheets. “What about rehab? I’ll pay.”

      “I’ll float it to the prosecutor. She’s an upstanding citizen with an established business and ties to the community.” He hesitated. “I can’t make any promises though.”

      Killian’s leg jogged up and down. The buzzing of the overhead fluorescent light grated on his last nerve. “Can I see her?”

      “In the morning. She asked if you would stay at her place and wait for Sophie to come home.”
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