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Welcome to Madison Falls, where love is in the air, and gossip is ripe on the vine.

Jessica Baker has found the man of her dreams, literally. Sheriff Seth Hughes, tall, dark, and delectable, visits her fantasies by night and her doughnut shop by day. Too bad the mornings are her daily dose of reality. She’s tried everything in her sweet arsenal to tempt him, and so far, he’s only wrapped his lips around her pastries.

Big city cop turned small town sheriff, Seth has had his eye on more than coffee and doughnuts. His sweet tooth is for a curvy strawberry-blonde who makes him believe second chances are possible. Every moment with her turns into a temptation he just can’t resist. He’s ready to let go of his past until one secret skeleton refuses to stay buried.

More trouble is brewing when Jessica’s shop is vandalized, her life is threatened, and her own secrets for moving to Madison Falls come to light. Nothing is as it seems, and the forces plotting against them run deeper than they thought possible.
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Chapter 1
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“Damn it! You’ve got to be kidding me!”

The chirp of the siren, now added to the strobing swirl of red and blue lights in Jess Baker’s rearview mirror, meant Sheriff Seth Hughes was not kidding. The man had no sense of humor as far as she could tell. 

“Jerk,” Jess grumbled. “I wasn’t even going that fast.”

At least they were out on one of Madison Falls’ back roads. River Bend Road didn’t get much traffic this time of night. That boon meant less gawkers would be watching her get a ticket—not that it would protect her privacy. No one would witness it, and everyone would still know what happened down to the tiniest detail. It would also end up in the Madison Falls Grapevine under the crime report. Everyone read the Grapevine religiously. 

The town’s newspaper modernized to supply an online version to increase its readership, which basically meant that everyone who was already reading the print version could save a tree and stay inside in the mornings.

Her ticket would be only slightly more titillating than old Walt Mahoney getting cited—again—for indecent exposure. The old grouch, and repeat offender, had a habit of peeing in the alley behind his hardware store. He continued to do it since he owned the store and didn’t care who witnessed him taking a leak. That was old news. Speculating on why Jess was speeding in the middle of the night would send the whole town abuzz with gossip fodder.

She sighed and pulled over to the side of the road, the gritty crunch of gravel under the tires letting her know that she’d moved over far enough. Jess jammed the car in park and waited. She checked the rearview mirror for Seth to exit his cruiser. She might have swept her strawberry-blonde hair out of her face while she was at it, but Jess wouldn’t admit that she was primping for the man about to give her a ticket.

Glancing down, she checked to make sure that doughnut batter or icing wasn’t smeared all over her blouse. After a long day at her shop, her appearance was always a toss-up. Sometimes, she came out mostly unscathed by the sugar and other sweet detritus from her shop. That was when she remembered her apron. More often than not, she was coated in more frosting than her double-dipped blueberry cake doughnuts—and that was saying something.

“Come on. I don’t have all night,” she muttered. Jess drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and waited for her speeding ticket. Just her miserable luck. The first time in a dozen years of driving and she finally decided to put a little weight on the gas pedal so she could get home sooner. Once. The one and only time and she’d gotten nabbed.

Figures.

Jess shifted in her seat and flinched when something squished against the seatbelt. Was that maple frosting in her bra? She sniffed. Sure smelled like it. Fabulous. That little glob of embarrassment was going to have to stay right where it was. There was no way to delicately remove it before Seth showed up at her driver’s-side window. She also refused to check her hair again. Or her breath. She could only hope the fragrant maple scent would overpower any lingering hints of the coffee she’d drunk earlier. She didn’t even like coffee! She’d been desperate for caffeine.

Her face burned, despite the chill from the cranked-up air conditioning. Jess knew her cheeks were flushed pink from embarrassment. She was absolutely mortified. She had never gotten caught speeding because she never went over the speed limit. She also never got in trouble for anything. Never. Until now.

The drumbeat thud of her heart drowned out the whirring of the cicadas and other night music from the surrounding woods. She’d turned off the bluesy song playing on the radio when the squawk of the siren and flashing lights caught her attention. Neither one was necessary now. She was pulled over, admitting defeat, and awaiting the inevitable. The sheriff had immediately muted the siren, so the still-swirling lights must be to prove a point. 

The point being, Jess was busted.

Tears pricked her eyes—mostly a product of humiliation. Some women could manufacture a good cry at the drop of a hat. Jess was the opposite. She cried when she didn’t want to. These tears wouldn’t get her out of the ticket, anyway. Seth wouldn’t have pulled her over merely to let her off scot-free. 

She took a deep breath and almost choked on it when something knocked against her window. The faint metallic glint from the handcuffs on Seth’s belt reflected in her driver’s-side mirror. She hadn’t seen him walk up to the car until he was right next to her.

Holy hell. 

Jess hit the lever to roll down the window and found Seth in all his sheriff regalia, hunching down to peer into her car. On any given day, the man was the embodiment of Hispanic good looks—shiny black hair, bronze skin, and brown eyes so dark, they appeared a fathomless black. Now, he was all that and the authority figure about to ruin her night.

This was all noted from her peripheral vision. When Jess braced herself and peeked at his face straight-on, she couldn’t see his eyes through his mirrored sunglasses. Odd. He shouldn’t be wearing sunglasses in the middle of the night. They couldn’t be helping his sight much, but damn if it didn’t make him look like sex-on-a-stick.

Correction. He was sex-on-a-stick about to give her a ticket. 

Jerk.

He didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “Jess? What happened to your Jeep?”

She replied, “It got smooshed by a firetruck, remember?” A blizzard and some treacherous driving conditions took care of her vehicle ever gracing the roads again. It was a blessing that she hadn’t been in the car when the firetruck collided with it. 

She missed her old Jeep, but it was cheaper to scrap it and look for something else. Her new car was much better on gas. It also had the added bonus of not being folded up into a metal pretzel. 

Considering Seth had driven her home that night, he shouldn’t have forgotten the wreck. 

“That’s right,” Seth murmured. He canted his head a fraction, and asked, “Do you know why I pulled you over?” 

She hated that he was playing it this way. The snarky side of her wanted to say, “You smelled the doughnuts and gave chase?” Jess bit her lip to stop the words. She gave a fleeting thought to playing dumb, but resigned herself to asking, “I take it I was speeding?”

Seth growled, “Fifty in a twenty-five-mile-an-hour zone.” He straightened to his impressive height, somewhere over six-feet-tall, and glared down at her. The edge in his forbidding tone told her there would be no leniency. “Yeah, Jessica. I would call that speeding.”

Starting Monday, she was hereby revoking the free doughnut she’d always slipped into his order. If he could be grumpy with her, she could be grumpy right back. Wanting to get the ticket and the hell away from Sheriff McSunshine, Jessica snatched her purse off the passenger seat and fished around for her wallet. “Let me get my license and registration.”

Seth’s words snapped out in the darkness. “Step out of the car, please.”

“What? Why?” License and registration was what they’d always asked for. That’s what they did on COPS reruns. There was something else she was supposed to show him—her frantic mind cast about and finally landed on the need for proof of insurance. She leaned over to get the card out of the glove box. “Hold on.”

Seth stopped her retrieval when he repeated the order. “Step out of the car, ma’am.”

Ma’am? What the hell was with the ma’am stuff? Seth came to Baker’s Dozen every morning for one of her doughnuts. He’d been calling her Jess since day one.

“Seth, what...?”

“That’s Sheriff Hughes to you.” He settled a hand on his stun gun. “Now, step out of the vehicle.”

Gorgeous or not, he was starting to scare her. She unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed out on wobbly legs. Jess stared up at Seth. The strobes from the light bar on his cruiser reflected in his mirrored sunglasses and danced across the sharp ledges of his cheekbones. His lush lower lip firmed up as he pressed his mouth into a stern line.

There was no ticket book in his other hand.

“Seth...I mean, Sheriff. What’s going on here?”

Seth crossed his tanned forearms over his lighter tan uniform. She refused to get caught up in the play of muscle as the short sleeves pulled against his impressive biceps. No, she wouldn’t look longer than a minute or two. He was off her ogling list...starting Monday.

In a deep growl, Seth demanded, “Miss Baker, I’m going to need you to turn around and place your hands flat on the hood of your vehicle.”

Jess gaped at him. She asked, “Why? For speeding?” She took a deep breath and tried some bravado to cover her anxiety. “Just give me the ticket, already. I want to go home and watch some TV before I have to get to bed.” That would be after she grabbed a shower so she could de-frosting herself.

Seth tilted his head in a way, that, if she didn’t know better, meant he was giving her a once-over. She felt his perusal slide all the way down to her toes and back again. The steel in his voice brooked no argument. “Turn around and set your hands on the hood of the vehicle. Now.”

She asked, “Shouldn’t I turn the car off?”

“Now.” His voice got softer, which made it all the more nerve-wracking.

“This is crazy.” Jessica set her hands on her hips in a show of blatant defiance. “I don’t know what the hell is going on but you’d better have a damned good reason for doing this.”

Normally, she didn’t swear this much at someone. With her new start in a new town, she did her best to maintain a low profile. This wasn’t normal. Not at all. Jess bit her tongue so she wouldn’t voice any of her other thoughts and end up arrested. At the moment, she had a litany of swear words running through her head at the same pace as her racing pulse. 

He could take his shiny sheriff’s badge and shove it.

Seth widened his stance and stared her down. “Hands on the hood, ma’am.” 

Jessica swiveled and set her palms on the warm steel of the hood. Vibrations from the idling engine traveled up her arms and into her shoulders. Seth stood behind her, unmoving, as far as she could tell. All she heard was the faint hum from the car and her own labored breathing. Was he judging her overly generous backside? If she’d known this was going to happen, Jess would have worn a long T-shirt. She tried to take a peek over her shoulder. “Seth...”

“Sheriff.” Seth bit out the word, reminding her once again that he’d had a brain transplant since they’d last spoken. He was acting nothing like the man she’d been mooning over since he entered her shop and introduced himself months ago. Something was off.

Jess stared straight ahead and asked her question. “Sheriff. What’s going on?”

Jessica shivered when he smoothed the length of her hair over her shoulder. That’s when the heat of his breath caressed her neck. “I need to pat you down. Widen your stance and spread your legs.”

“Like hell I will!” 

Not happening. 

When she refused to move, her feet were sharply pushed apart with the toe of his shoe. It didn’t hurt, yet it startled her into complying with him. The warmth from his body disappeared as Seth stepped back again. “Perfect.”

Jess glanced over her shoulder, feeling ridiculous and more than a little vulnerable in this position. “What do you think you’re doing?”

He snapped, “Turn around!” 

Jess pivoted immediately when Seth stepped back into her space. 

Seth ordered, “Stay still. I need to check you for weapons.”

Jess swallowed past the dryness in her throat. “Seth, you know me! I don’t have any weapons.”

The smooth richness of his voice was at her ear again. “Oh, now that’s where you’d be surprised, querida. A woman like you always has weapons against a man like me.”

A woman like her? And a man like him? What was that supposed to mean? Not to mention that whatever he’d spoken in Spanish sounded like an endearment. The word feathered over her skin in seductive ripples. Querida? Now he was flirting with her? Where had he been hiding that accent?

The flats of his palms landed at her hips and she jumped on impact. Seth’s murmured command was no less forceful for the softness of it. “Stay still, Jessica. Don’t move until I say so.” 

Sheriff Hughes was back to business again. So much for the flirting.

Jess stared down at her hands, pale and trembling against the neon blue of the hood. “Why?” The word caught in her throat when the pressure of his hands traveled down her legs, lightly grazing the outside of her thighs through the soft denim. She tried to maneuver out of the way but he held her in place against the hood.

He skated down to her shins and back up to the inner portion of her legs. She yelped when the contact started heading toward third base, and she hadn’t thrown out the home run pitch yet. “Now, wait a...”

Seth skimmed past her knees and toward the upper vee of her thighs when he settled there momentarily, his fingertips dangerously close to the heart of her. She lost the power of speech. As if in answer to an unspoken question, there was a slight flex of his fingers against her inner thighs. Too close. Too much. Not enough. She wasn’t supposed to enjoy this. 

Was she?

Jess gasped out in protest...or pleasure; she wasn’t certain. This wasn’t an impersonal pat down, and it felt way too good to be happening to her. The scalding imprint of his palms lingered when he sighed and moved on, traveling over the swell of her butt and on to her hips again.

It took everything she had to stay still when Jess wanted to press back against him. Wait. She was supposed to push him away, right? She did neither, as she watched his bronzed fingers skim over her stomach. Jess sucked in, knowing he would find nothing but some extra cushion from too much doughnut sampling. 

His hands stopped moving and some stupid part of her worried it was because she’d turned him off. He closed the distance between them and pulled her flush against his body. He smelled wonderful, like something sunshine-fresh and outdoorsy. Jess inhaled the scent, pressing herself closer into his chest, and his thighs, and his...no...not turned off. Seth Hughes was definitely not turned off.

He purred in her ear, a low sexy rumble that reminded her of a panther in the jungle, ready to pounce. It raised goosebumps on her bare arms. Seth nuzzled her hair out of the way before he spoke. He ran his fingers in a soft stroke against her lower stomach. “Perfect, querida.” The words were hoarse and disjointed, as if he were barely holding himself in check. “You are so perfect.” He grazed a hot kiss along the erratic beat of her pulse. “So soft, just like a woman should feel—just how my woman should feel.”

What the hell was happening? 

Seth had laid claim to her, and it didn’t feel real until those tricky hands of his moved north and cupped her breasts. Her nipples tightened with pleasure and the zing that shot through her was instantaneous. 

How was this happening? 

She moaned and arched her back, pushing herself deeper into the sweet torture when he gently squeezed. The delicious ache started in her center and pulsed out with every touch. His masculine hands were big enough to accept the weight of her ample chest, and it felt better than anything had in ages. Seth angled over her shoulder and pressed the hot slide of his lips along her neck in hot, biting kisses. Jess tingled from her ears down to her toes. 

He braced himself on either side of her outstretched arms and whispered, “You have the right to remain silent.” There went the unmistakable click of a handcuff. Jessica bucked against him when she realized Seth was arresting her.

Her fog of pleasure cleared in a heartbeat. “What? Wait a minute! I didn’t do anything!”

Her protests went unheeded. He secured Jessica’s other wrist and once she was cuffed, pulled her up, and turned her to face him. 

His wicked grin spoke of sensual plans that had nothing to do with speeding tickets. “No, you haven’t, querida. But you will.” 

They were the only two people out on a deserted back road in the middle of the night. The only car that would have passed by was sitting idle right behind hers. She was at Seth’s mercy and they both knew it.

Jessica leaned back until she could see her own reflection in his mirrored sunglasses. Her eyes were wide and her lips trembled. It wasn’t fear she saw there. No, what she saw was an aroused woman steeped in anticipation. Seth wasn’t going to hurt her. Everything about this said he was about to make her feel nothing but pleasure. He urged her snug against the muscular planes of his body. As soon as they made contact, Jess closed her eyes in bliss. They fit perfectly. Everywhere she was soft and welcoming, he was hard and demanding.

“Like I said, you have the right to remain silent.” Seth slid his arm around her hips and pulled her even closer. “You have the right to scream in ecstasy.” He lowered his sculpted mouth until she could almost taste him. Weird as this was, she was going with it. Jess wanted to feel those lips against hers more than she wanted doughnuts to be diet food. The sweet hot puffs of his breath tickled her mouth until she licked her lower lip and pushed up on her toes. Seth grinned, a flash of white that arced in the night. 

Jess tilted her head back and waited for him to kiss her.

“You have...”  

Beep! 

Jess couldn’t hear Seth over the car horn. 

She struggled to turn to see the source of the racket. Good God. Was someone watching? Did he have a deputy in the car? Had he been seducing her with an audience?

The honking of the horn became more insistent.

Beep! Beep! Beep!

Jess’s eyelids flew open. 

Darkness. 

When her vision adjusted, she realized Seth wasn’t there. She wasn’t out in the middle of the boonies. She most definitely wasn’t getting felt up by the hottest man she’d ever served doughnuts to. No, Jessica Baker was smack dab in the middle of her double bed, arms twisted back in her sheets, still panting from yet another erotic dream about Sheriff Seth Hughes. 

She was overheated and restless now, as well as being unfortunately awake. Jess untangled herself and scrubbed her fingers through her bedhead hair. It had been a while since she’d slipped into a dream so vivid that the disorienting yank back into reality left her reeling. Damn, she hated that. 

That was the third ‘frisk me’ dream she’d had that week, and it was only Wednesday.

“You know better,” she muttered to herself. 

Beep! Beep! Beep!

Not a car horn, but her stupid alarm on her stupid phone. That was the farthest Seth had ever gotten in the dream and her damned alarm interrupted him, them...dream him, whatever. Tempted to throw her phone with the godforsaken beeping alarm across the room, she stabbed her finger at the silent button instead.

Jess considered pulling the covers over her head and staying in bed. She was sexually frustrated, exhausted, and unwilling to face her fantasy man when he showed up at her shop for his daily doughnut and coffee. Jess was finding it harder and harder to look Seth in the eye—and not eyeball his handcuffs—when she asked him what she could do for him when he placed his order. 

She grumbled a few whiney complaints, rolled off the mattress, and started her day anyway—this time with a cold shower.   

“Here I go again. Time to make the doughnuts.”
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Chapter 2
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Seth yawned wide enough for his jaw to make a popping sound. He’d already downed two cups of coffee and was ready to grab his third from Baker’s Dozen doughnut shop. His sleep had been for shit lately and it was starting to show.

He angled his cruiser into the closest parking spot and checked for Jess’s open sign. As expected, the sign lit up at exactly seven on the dot. Seth was still getting used to the difference in seasonal weather, and this time of year, the temps didn’t climb until after ten. He didn’t care. He’d brave the chilly morning air for a smile from Jess. The coffee and doughnuts were a bonus.

The bell above the door jingled when he entered the shop. The warm fragrant air washed over him as soon as he stepped inside. The sweet myriad of doughnut scents and the crisp bitter hint of brewing coffee made his mouth water.

Jess turned from the display case and smiled at him. Scratch that. This woman made his mouth water. She was half a foot shorter than him and curvy in all the right places. Gray eyes the color of storm clouds brightened when she welcomed him. “Mornin’, Sheriff Hughes.”

Sheriff Hughes? What happened to calling him Seth?

“Good morning, Jess.” She could be formal if she wanted. He wasn’t going that route. There was something he wanted to ask her and it was most definitely on the personal side.

“What can I do for you this morning?”

So, so much. 

“Sheriff?” Her smile faltered when he stood there staring at her in mute fascination.

He snapped out of it. “What’s this Sheriff stuff? You have a new policy for dealing with customers?”

“No?” She busied herself wiping off her spotless countertop. No one had been in yet to make it dirty so the act was a distraction.

“Is that a question, Jess?”

She tossed her cleaning cloth to the side and faced him. “No.” She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I mean, no, there’s no policy.” Jess pointed somewhere in the vicinity of his chest. “I saw your uniform and your handcuffs.” Her eyes widened. “I mean, you know, your badge on your uniform, and not really your handcuffs so much as your badge that’s on your uniform...and of course, Sheriff Hughes is what naturally popped out of my mouth.”

Seth glanced down at the mouth in question and watched her lick her shell-pink lips. He was overcome with a sudden urge to kiss her. 

Soon.

She continued on when he didn’t respond to her explanation. “So, anyway, what would you like to try today?” Belatedly, she added, “Seth.”

You. 

Her eyes widened as if he’d said it out loud. “Seth?”

Now was his moment. He took a step closer to the counter and turned away when he was racked with another jaw-popping yawn. God, he needed to catch some better sleep. 

“Extra-large coffee it is.” She made a show of looking behind the counter. “I think I have a spare bucket around here I could fill up for you.”

Right. Coffee. That’s what he needed right now. It might be better if he saved the question for later. He had to stop screwing around so he could get to work. 

“Would you make it to go? I can’t stay this morning. I scheduled a meeting that’s due to start in less than half an hour.” He shrugged. “Monthly bureaucratic bullsh...stuff.”

“Ah. Bull stuff.” She bit back a grin. “In that case, you’re going to need a maple bacon cream stick to get you through the meeting. Sprinkles or no sprinkles?”

Jess always recommended a doughnut according to his morning mood. He usually went with whatever she suggested since she was the expert, and any doughnut was a good doughnut, in his opinion.

He played along anyway. “Which do you recommend?” 

“Rainbow sprinkles, for sure.” She managed to look serious for all of two seconds, until a smirk slipped over that playful mouth of hers. “Just kidding. I’ll give you your manly plain maple bacon, even though I think the sprinkles are a mood lifter.”

“Really?” 

She raised a delicately arched eyebrow. “That was a joke, Seth.”

“Oh.” Damn. He needed to get with it. “In that case, I’ll take one of each. If I’m still in a bad mood after the first doughnut, I’ll eat the one with sprinkles.”

She slipped the pastries into a pink and white striped bakery bag. “You’ll be in a good mood either way. This batch has extra bacon.”

He placed a hand over his chest. “A woman after my own heart.”

She flushed a sweet pink and rang up his order. “Okay then, that will be four, even.”

He shook his head at his slow-acting brain. “Sorry. I forgot that I’m going to need a few dozen more for the meeting. I guess I should have mentioned that or called it in earlier.”

Jess assembled three bakery boxes and whipped out a sheet of wax paper for his selections. “Not a problem. You’re my first customer of the day so there is plenty in stock. Any special requests?”

Seth stared at the colorful array of pastries. “A few of everything should do it.”

Jess asked, “Corinne still partial to the lemon jelly-filled?”

His dispatcher loved that kind. He was glad Jessica remembered that sort of thing. “You’re right; she is. That reminds me, would you throw in some bear claws, too?” 

His deputy, Lesley, was pregnant, but for some reason, her partner Paul was the one getting cravings.

Jess added two to the box. “For Paul?”

“You knew?” Seth’s eyes widened.

She leaned forward as if to share a secret, and whispered, “I know everyone’s secret cravings.”

Not everyone’s. 

He got his mind back on doughnuts and named random flavors until the boxes were full. When Jess gave him the new total, the numbers didn’t add up for Seth. She always added a free doughnut to a dozen so it would be a baker’s dozen—her trademark—but the price still sounded too low for him.

Seth said, “Wait. You forgot to add my cream sticks and coffee to this order.”

Jess nudged the boxes and coffee across the counter and winked. “No, I didn’t.”

He argued, “But...”

She interrupted his protest. “Have a good bull stuff meeting.”

Seth pushed his money toward her. “Thanks. Keep the change.” She gave him a freebie but he guaranteed she got a tip too. He remembered to smile when Jessica smiled first. He snatched up his much needed caffeine and much wanted doughnuts. “See you tomorrow, Jess.” 

What was one more day? He’d ask her when he wasn’t in such a hurry and could do it right.

She nodded. “I’ll be seeing you, Seth.”

He couldn’t help thinking that sounded more like a promise than a goodbye.

****
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“You know, you’re not fooling anyone.”

Seth almost flinched at the reproving voice, then relaxed back into his usual unflappable reserve. “What are you talking about, Corinne?” 

His dispatcher responded, “I know you already ate doughnuts before you got here. You scarfed them down in your car again. I can smell the maple on your breath.”

Seth did his best not to fidget while she eyed him, searching for more clues that could be catalogued against him. “For the record, I wasn’t hiding anything. Jess set a few cream sticks aside for me and I was hungry. That a crime now? I didn’t think I had to wait until the meeting started to eat them.”

Corinne stared up at him over her bifocals. “Uh-huh. I see.”

“What does that mean?”

She sniffed and set the pink striped bakery boxes in the center of the faux-wood conference table. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to explain it to you.” 

Seth scoffed. “I don’t think you know either.”

Corinne pursed her lips and smoothed the back of her silver-streaked french twist hairdo. There were enough bobby pins and hairspray in it to ensure not a hair would be out of place. She was close to his mom’s age and Seth half-expected her to rail at him like his hot-tempered mother used to—shouting his name, middle name, and a string of Spanish epithets after it. It seemed like most of the women in his life had a penchant for yelling. 

Not this one.

Instead of verbally blasting him out of the water, Corinne went the opposite route and gave him the silent treatment, save a few mumbles and heavy sighs. He didn’t know which was worse. 

Seth tilted the lid open and with a paper napkin, handed Corinne her much-coveted lemon jelly doughnut as a peace offering. Her faded blue eyes sparkled and her papery cheeks creased with hard-won dimples. “You remembered!”

Not exactly. He owed Jess for that one. Seth sipped his coffee and feigned an of-course-I-remembered demeanor. 

Corinne took a dainty bite and smiled her bliss. “Charmer.”

He was the boss, so he had no idea why he felt relieved not to be in trouble with his dispatcher. Seth took his seat at the head of the table and waited for the rest of his team to assemble. 

His deputy, Lesley, sort of—waddled in, belly first. At six months pregnant, there was no other way for her to maneuver. Paul ambled in behind her. Seth hid his grin when he saw Paul set a hand to the small of his own back when she dropped into her seat. Lesley was Paul’s twin sister and he was taking brotherly sympathy to a new level. They had matching sandy brown hair, light blue eyes, and swollen ankles.

Jake Adams, a fellow deputy, nudged Paul when he lowered into his chair with a grunt. “How dilated are you now, Foster? Is the baby kicking?"

Paul answered by rubbing his temple with a subtle variation of the bird. 

Lesley noticed and glared at both of them. “If either one of you had the first clue of what it was really like to be pregnant, you’d be home in bed with your feet up, bellyaching about how fat you feel, and how much your boobs hurt.”

Jake slanted a glance at Seth. “Sir, since she brought it up, would it be sexual harassment if I told her what I would do if I actually had boobs of my own?”

Seth shook his head. “Since you don’t have them, why don’t you do the smart thing and keep your mouth shut.”

Lesley narrowed her eyes at Jake. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood.”

Jake was also lucky to be married to her. She would have punched anyone else in the mouth for the boobs comment. Half the station was scared of her, and the other half was too dumb to know they should be scared of her. He wasn’t looking forward to telling her she would have to go on desk duty soon.

Jake tipped back in his chair and glared at his brother-in-law. “I thought I was the one who was supposed to get sympathy pains. I think you’re milking it for attention.”

Paul leaned away from his sister to address Jake. “Man, you’re not in a cruiser with her all day. I think it rubs off or something.”

Jake raised both eyebrows in disbelief. “Dumbass, I live with her.”

“Yeah, but you’ve been working nights. You don’t know...”

Corinne cleared her throat and effectively cut off Paul’s whining. “Children. Eat your breakfast. Ten more minutes and we’re starting the meeting with, or without, the rest of you.”

That was Seth’s call to make but he’d learned to pick his battles since taking over at the station. Being the new guy, and the boss, took a certain balance of demanding respect and giving it. Too much of one, and not enough of the other, led to poor leadership. 

The few remaining officers trickled in and Seth stared at his notes with bleary eyes. It was his own damned fault he was so tired. Since relocating to Madison Falls and taking on the sheriff’s position, Seth had been determined to prove that he was more than able to do his job. Bobby Newman, the former sheriff, had been crooked and inept. Newman was in prison now, and Seth had been dealing with damage control, thanks to Bobby’s legacy of deceit and incompetence. 

Everything was by the book and above board under his leadership. The deputies finally trusted him not to be on the take or loopy like Newman. Seth took pride in the fact that the Madison County Sheriff’s Department was showing progress in rising above the taint of their former boss. 

He’d been working so much that when he wasn’t working, he dreamed about working, or lately, Jessica Baker. Sometimes those dreams blended together in some hot and sweaty scenarios that made it more peaceful to stay awake.

Seth started the meeting with the usual introduction. He went over the regular monthly topics—the budget, safety restrictions, training regulations and seminars, and the crime report. They served all of Madison County, yet it was ironic that the sheriff’s department was seated in the township with the overall lowest crime statistics. Barring the rare escaped convict and kidnapping, most of the offenders were speeders, drunk and disorderly, or the occasional kid smoking pot. 

The pot wasn’t an issue so much as other harder recreational drugs that concerned him. He’d had to keep an eye on any potential drug trafficking thanks to Luke King, the escaped convict who thought it had been a good idea to relieve the local veterinary clinic pharmacy of its stock. He’d made off with drugs that included Tramadol, Rimadyl, and Ketamine. 

To Seth’s knowledge, Luke had to have sold it all or stashed it since none of it was on him when he was arrested. Hours of questioning had gone nowhere. Luke had been shot and going away for what would probably be his natural life. He’d had nothing to lose and like the asshole he was, smiled and denied all knowledge of any drugs. 

According to the vet, Tramadol was a pet narcotic used for pain and regularly abused by humans. The Rimadyl was an anti-inflammatory and used for arthritis in older pets. Dr. Segar thought Luke must have done a broad sweep of everything he could get his hands on since the Rimadyl wouldn’t get anyone high. Ketamine, the horse tranquilizer, was sold as-is or made into another drug called Special K. It left the user high as a kite and craving more of the same. It was popular on the club scene. 

Seth had seen a lot of that going on in the streets of Los Angeles but never thought he’d see it show up in small town, U.S.A.. Madison Falls was like Mayberry. Seth wanted to make sure it stayed that way. Creative drug use could lead to other homemade drugs like crystal meth, easily manufactured in illegal meth labs. 

Cold medicine, household supplies, and a place to cook it was all it took to make the drug. It left the user hooked and hollowed out. He’d seen repeat offenders come back unrecognizable after using meth a few years. They were emaciated, strung out, full of sores, and pathetic husks of the people they once were. 

He was keeping that shit out of his town. There hadn’t been any incidents of overdoses, or anyone caught possessing or distributing, since Luke’s arrest last October. Seth remained hopeful it would stay that way.

He ended the meeting with a final announcement. “Remember, school is out. A lot of the teenagers who aren’t working or spending their time doing something useful are going to get bored. Idle hands and all that. Keep an eye out for anything that looks like trouble.”

Paul groaned. “I guess that means it’s time to up the patrol in the Falls for nightly trespassers.”

Seth would take trespassing over drug abuse.

The trespassers in question liked to park out by the waterfall that gave the town its name. It was usually in the middle of the night and with all the steamed-up windows, no one was admiring the scenery. He’d caught his fair share of teens making out. As a matter of fact, he’d caught his fair share of adults making out, too. He hadn’t been lucky enough to miss seeing Josh Logan’s bare ass in the moonlight. Considering he was one of Seth’s closest friends, he let him off with a warning to take his wife elsewhere.

Jake elbowed a red-faced Paul. “Don’t worry, Foster, everyone gets a turn patrolling the Falls. If you get there early enough, you only have to witness a little tonsil hockey.”

Lesley elbowed her husband. “Knock it off.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “You’re right. I forgot he’s in a delicate condition.”

Lesley grumbled, “You’re going to be in a delicate condition if you don’t stop badgering him.”

Seth didn’t know who got more embarrassed about the interrupted trysts, the teens or Paul. Being on the job in this town made for some awkward encounters. He’d choose make-out patrol over having to approach Old Walt Mahoney to tell him he couldn’t pee in the alley behind his hardware store anymore. If he kept his gaze averted, he usually missed seeing anything overly personal with the teens. They covered up with alacrity as soon as the fogged up window got tapped on.

Old Walt was a little slower and a lot less modest. According to Chris King, if he had to see Walt whip it out on the security firm’s video feed one more time, he was going to stab out his own eyes. Chris might threaten blindness, but at least he could do it from the comfort of his office. He didn’t have to worry about getting his shoes pissed on. Per usual, when confronted in the alley, Walt had no problem turning mid-stream. That being the case, Seth had learned to announce himself from a distance.

Seth gave everyone their assignments and after answering questions, closeted himself in his office to tackle a mountain of paperwork and take care of some phone calls. Another cup of coffee was on the agenda too. He was half-tempted to climb out the back window and get a refill at Baker’s Dozen. 

The desk phone lit up as soon as his butt hit his office chair. 

Before he could say anything, Corinne started talking. “Sheriff, I have Darlene Donaldson on hold. She says some shifty looking kids are gathering at Sonny’s and making her nervous.”

Seth held in a groan. “Did you tell her it’s summertime and the kids in question are probably only having breakfast, same as her?”

“Tried that. The old biddy said she couldn’t relax and enjoy her oatmeal unless you, or one of your strapping deputies, came to assess the situation.”

Seth rubbed at the tension building up in his neck. “Paul and Lesley should be patrolling the area. Have them stop in at the diner.”

Corinne approved his decision. “Good call. Lesley won’t let Darlene make a pass at her brother.”

“I dare her to try.” Seth knew Darlene would have better luck fending off an angry badger than dealing with Lesley. Even without the added hormones, Lesley guarded Paul as if she were the one with the one foot height advantage. 

The situation with Darlene Donaldson was getting out of hand. She was a pillar of the community and a descendent of one of Madison Falls’ founding families. Politically speaking, the older lady had a lot of pull in town. Even so, if she got handsy with one more unsuspecting guy, he was going to have a talk with her. The woman used her advanced age as an excuse to be a serial ass grabber. It stopped being amusing when she’d pinched him at a wedding reception. Seth made a concentrated effort to steer clear of her since then.

“A strapping female deputy should throw Darlene off her game.” 

Corinne chuckled in delight. “I almost wish I could see her face. Okay, Sheriff. I’ll take care of it.”

His phone lit up again the second he hung up with his dispatcher.

He chugged a few good swallows of lukewarm coffee and tapped the button for line two. “Madison County Sheriff’s Department. Sheriff Hughes speaking.”

“Seth?” A familiar voice was barely audible. 

“Jessica?” Seth bolted up in his chair. “What’s wrong?”

Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. “The security company just called. The feed from the alley cam is showing strange movement by the Dumpster.”

Another button lit up on his phone. He guaranteed that call came from Chris at Fit for a King Security alerting him of the problem. It was a friendly courtesy call to him since the alert went to his dispatcher first. 

Seth concentrated on Jessica’s call, as she was his first priority. “Jess, make sure the back door is locked. I’m on my way to you. I’m hanging up and switching to my cell.”

“Okay, please hurry,” she whispered.
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Chapter 3
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Seth slammed out of his office and nodded at Corinne taking calls from her desk. Corinne gave a worried nod in return and continued her conversation as he flew past her. She knew where he was going.

He thumbed in Jess’s number on the way out to his cruiser.  

She answered on the first ring. “Seth?”  

He shoved on his sunglasses to deflect the bright morning glare. “I’m on my way to you. Is the door bolted?”

Seth could picture Jess nodding. “I always keep it secured. Since that guy tried to break in last winter, I don’t take any chances.”

Considering it was mid-morning in the middle of the week, someone was taking some damned stupid chances trying to screw with her now. The idiot could have been easily spotted by someone passing by Baker’s Dozen.

Seth practically drove on auto-pilot as he backed out of his spot and headed her direction. “Is anyone in the shop with you?”

“No, I shooed the last customer out and locked the front door. I called Nicole and told her not to come in until after noon.”

Nicole Miller was Chris King’s foster sister and a teen rescued from life on the streets in Granby Creek. She was making a hell of a turn-around and definitely didn’t need any part of whatever was going on outside the bakery.

“Smart thinking. Let’s concentrate on you. Did you check the security feed again?”

There was a thunking sound followed by a tap-tap-tap. “Yes, I pulled it up in my office.” Jessica’s office consisted of a desk pushed against the wall. He’d always admired her optimism. She gasped and his foot hit the accelerator. “It’s freaky, Seth. The recycle bin is knocked on its side and the Dumpster lid looks like it’s moving. Someone is in there!”

Seth took a left at the light after grudgingly yielding to the oncoming red Sutton Construction pickup truck. From the puppy dog ears flapping out the passenger window, it looked like Ben Carrington was driving somewhere on business. 

“Jess, do you see anyone else in the alley?”

After a slight pause, Jessica answered. “Not in frame. If there’s anyone else, they’re out of camera range or hiding on the other side of the Dumpster.” Her voice lifted out of the scared whisper and took on a more strident tone. “If it’s those teens screwing with me, trying to spray paint the bricks again, I’m going to kick their asses.”

He didn’t doubt that. Someone had been messing with her building on and off since the previous October. The last encounter was during a blizzard where her Dumpster had been set ablaze and the perps had taken off and clipped Alex Ross, the fire chief, with their pickup truck. They were in the wind and Ross had been lucky to come out of it with only a broken leg. He’d collected a
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