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Prologue
 
🛡️ Noah 🛡️
 
Striding into the bullpen, I go straight for one of my best friend’s desks. He looks up from the files he’s studying as I approach, his blue-eyed gaze meeting mine. “Hey, Matt. Interesting case?”
He arches his eyebrow in question, knowing something is coming his way. “What’s up Noah?”
I laugh. “So, it’s my anniversary this weekend and I wanted to surprise Mallory and bring her up to Aurora Heights for dinner. I thought she’d appreciate returning to where we got engaged for a nice romantic night out away from the kids.”
“You’re just trying to get laid.”
“Mal and I are good in that department.” I smirk.
“What do you want from me?”
“My sister has to work, so I was wondering if there was any chance one of Amber’s sisters would be around this weekend?”
“You want me to ask Amber if her sisters can babysit?”
“Yeah. Do you think Olivia or Parker would want to?”
“Maybe. I guess they’re old enough now, right?” he asks, shaking his head in disbelief. “But Parker definitely won’t be around. And Amber and Olivia are both staying in Georgia this weekend. I don’t think they’ll be out this way until Katie is on break. I was planning to head that way on my days off this week to see my daughter.”
“I knew it was a long shot.” I heave a sigh, shaking my head. “Thanks anyway. How is Katie doing?”
A smile tugs at his lips. It’s obvious how much he adores his daughter. “She’s good. She looks more like her mom every day.”
“I believe it.”
“Why don’t you ask your parents?”
“Yeah, I guess I’ll have to. The three of them can be a lot on my parents with all their energy, so I try to exhaust everything else first. Short spurts works best for them.”
He laughs. “That I can believe.”
“Thanks anyway. I have to get back out on patrol and let Jake or Brian grab lunch. Don’t want Caden on my ass.” We both laugh, but not ‘cause he wouldn’t get on us for it, but because it was an adjustment for all of us when he became my lieutenant. There’s six of us who went to high school together and came back after college to attend the academy together. Five out of the six of us are here at Station 28 in Piper Falls, Texas. “I’ll catch you later.” 
“Later.” He waves as I spin towards the front door. The same station I now work at as a patrol sergeant with people I consider family; a couple of the guys have been there for me my entire life.
My phone beeps with a text message. I look down at the screen, an image of my wife and kids lighting it up and bringing a smile to my face. I’m a lucky bastard. Mallory is beautiful, her long brown hair falling over her shoulders in waves, her caramel eyes sparkling with her bright smile. She’s about half a foot shorter than my six feet, fitting perfectly underneath my arm. Her breasts and ass have a little more than a handful which she hates, but I love.
Our youngest daughter, Mia looks just like her, but she’s going to be more of a handful, like I had been as a kid. I can already see the signs at only three years old. Ollie also has my energy at five, but he looks exactly like me with his strawberry blonde hair and green eyes, but Mal’s smile. Our oldest Tiegan is already nine and has my strawberry blonde hair, my mom’s blue eyes, yet she seems to be looking more like Mallory in other ways as she gets older and I love every second of it. I’m looking forward to seeing what they’re like as they grow up.
We may have been through a lot having our kids so young, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything and I know Mal feels the same, despite the turmoil we went through. Tiegan definitely came as a surprise. We found out she was pregnant at the end of our sophomore year of college. After that, she decided she would keep going to school for teaching but decrease her workload so she could be there for our kids. 
I worked my ass off to finish and get in the academy so we could start our life together here in Piper Falls. With me working at the local police station, she was able to pick up more classes and finish school before she took over as one of the new Kindergarten teachers. It’s a perfect fit for us.
My family gave us a hard time when they found out, but they remained supportive. Mallory’s family wanted nothing to do with her or me. They didn’t even come to our fucking wedding. It broke her more for our kids and I hate that for her. 
Every day, I look at my wife, awed by everything she has done without the support of her family and I fall in love with her all over again. She’s the most amazing woman I know.
“What’s got you smiling?” Reid Flanagan, another one of my best friends asks as he strides towards the station.
I hold up my phone and shrug. “Mal.”
“Ah, tell her I’ll be stopping by for some cookies.”
I laugh. “Eat too many and you’ll never find a woman like her.”
“She’s got me covered.”
“Like hell she does.” He laughs and I flip him off, grinning wide. “See y’all later.”
I slip in behind the wheel and finish my squad safety check before calling into dispatch. “Squad twenty to Dispatch.”
“Squad twenty, go ahead.”
“Squad twenty is ten-eight.”
“Squad twenty is ten-eight at thirteen-hundred-hours.”
Taking a deep breath, I pull out of the parking lot, my mind on Mallory and our anniversary this weekend. I can’t wait to get some time alone with her. We need it.
Driving down Main Street toward the edge of town, I expect the day to be uneventful, but sometimes I’m surprised. As I loop around, passing through one of the residential neighborhoods, a white van flies by me heading towards the warehouses. “What the hell?” I mumble under my breath.
Making a U-turn, I hit my lights and siren as I follow him. Just after we pass an abandoned warehouse he pulls over and I pull in right behind him, silencing the siren and reaching for my laptop as I call dispatch. “Squad twenty to dispatch.”
“Squad twenty, go ahead.”
“Traffic Stop at Carey Street and Tarif Avenue. White Ford Transit with Texas plates. Number is Delta, Gamma, Alpha, 4, 3, 2, 1.” I type in the information as I speak, running the plates. 
“10-4. Traffic Stop at Carey Street and Tarif Avenue. White Ford Transit. Texas. Delta, Gamma, Alpha, 4, 3, 2, 1 at thirteen twenty-seven hours.”
“Huh, Tombstone Pass. Wonder what he’s doing in Piper Falls.” Finding nothing unusual, I step out of the car, only seeing the silhouette of one person in the driver’s seat, appearing to be a male, barely moving.
Slowly, I approach, making my way over to the passenger side of the van. The moment the man starts to come into my view, he moves. The black steel is the only thing I see as he pulls the trigger. A loud noise pierces the air. Gasping, I reach for my gun and lurch back, but it’s too late. 
My upper right chest is hit, my arm suddenly moving like sludge. I’m hit again before I’m able to react, pain slicing through me. My eyes widen and my knees give out. Desperately, I gasp for breath as I hit the ground. Gravel hits me as the van speeds away. I begin to shiver, my breath slowing. Mallory and our kids slam into my thoughts, the only things on my mind. 
I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry Mal… 
I love you all so much. The guys will take care of all of you. I know they will.
Please, let them be okay. I love you. I’ll always love you. 
Mallory and our kids remain my last thought as my body becomes numb and my world goes black.
 
 

Chapter One
 
🛡️ Griffin 🛡️
 
(Two years and two months later)
 
“I’m so glad y’all are here,” my mom whispers, as my two sisters hug her from each side. She looks around the room, glancing at me, my three brothers, and sister-in-law. We quickly fill this sterile, white room, but we all wanted to be here. We all needed to be here.
“Of course, we are, Ma. we wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Colton, my oldest brother declares, pulling his wife, Robin tightly to his side. These are the times I’m grateful we have a big family, a family that would do anything for each other, that you know you can depend on to the end, and even then, we would keep fighting. 
There’s no denying any of us are related. We all have varying shades of brown hair, mine so dark, it’s nearly black like my dad’s but I have my mom’s blue eyes, like my sister Harper, and everyone except Sage has brown like our dad, while her green eyes shine like our grandmother.
“Where are the twins?” Ma asks, glancing at Colton and his wife.
“Asher and Mason are at my sister’s,” Robin answers.
“You should go get them and bring them home so they can sleep in their own beds tonight,” mom insists. 
“Mom’s right, it would be good for the boys,” Colton advises, pulling Robin closer like he doesn’t want to let her go. I don’t blame him.
“And for you Colton,” mom interrupts. “Go home with your family. Dad will be okay.” She looks pointedly at each of us, knowing none of us will leave without encouragement. “I’m sending all of you home.”
Colton nods obediently and walks over, giving my mom and sisters a squeeze, kissing them each on the top of the head. He squeezes my shoulder and gives my brothers, Wyatt and Beau a firm pat on the back, needing to do something for each of us to show his support. Soon, my other siblings follow and I’m the last one remaining. Stepping into my arms, my mom rests her head in the middle of my chest. “That means you too, Griffin. Go home and rest. I’m going to do the same, only I’ll be here.”
“I can stay tonight, Ma.”
“No, I sleep better when I hear your dad snoring.” I chuckle softly as she steps out of my arms, looking up at me. “With everything going on, I didn’t even ask you, what about the station?”
“I took an emergency leave of duty.”
She shakes her head. “You didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes, I did. I wouldn’t be able to focus on work and besides, they’ll survive without me.” I pause, taking in my mom. She’s still beautiful but her body sags as if willing the floor to consume her. The dark circles under her eyes show how tired she is and the number of wrinkles and worry lines has increased significantly since the last time I came home making my stomach turn. Instantly, I make a decision. “I’m putting in for a transfer.”
She straightens, looking me in the eyes. “What?”
“I’m requesting a transfer home to Piper Falls.” A gasp escapes her lips as I watch her fighting back the hope in her eyes, only solidifying my decision. “I’ve mentioned it to the chief already and I just have to sign the paperwork.” Or submit the damn paperwork, but she doesn’t need to know that. At least I’m not lying about talking to the chief about it. “Apparently one of the lieutenants is retiring soon at Station 28.” Hopefully, soon, will be in the next couple months.
“Really? Who? I didn’t think any of those boys were old enough to retire.”
My lips twitch in amusement and I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know, Ma. You would probably know better than me who’s ready for retirement. I can tell you it’s none of my friends. I’m not that old. Besides, Chief will put in a good word for me and a lot of them know me. So, unless someone comes in and bumps me, the job should be mine.”
“You are really coming home Griff?” A tear escapes out of the corner of her eye, but she ignores it, likely willing me not to notice, squeezing my heart.
“Yeah, Mom. I’m coming home. And I think I’ll try to extend my leave until the transfer goes through. You need me here.”
Her hand falls to my forearm. “Griffin…” she attempts to interrupt.
“Drop it, Ma. It’s done. You need me, whether you want to need me or not. Let me be here for my family. Colton has his own family stuff to worry about with Robin and the boys. Harper and Beau are still finishing their degrees, Sage will lose her job if she takes more than one week off.”
“Wyatt can help.”
I nod. Wyatt and I already talked about it. He’s only two years younger than me and has always wanted to come back and work on the family farm, his head full of ideas. “He can, but he needs to go back for a little while to tie up some loose ends and we have no idea how long that will take.” Her eyes widen in panic. “No one is leaving yet, Ma, don’t worry.”
She sighs in defeat. “I know. I’m just glad you’re all here now. So is dad.” Her voice cracks as she looks towards him lying in the hospital bed, connected to various tubes and beeping machines.
Looking completely vulnerable, he appears to be the opposite of the man we usually see. He would hate it. I hate it, but only because I’m not ready to lose him. “And you know this is exactly where I want to be.” It’s where I need to be. 
A sad smile crosses her face as she nods her head in acknowledgement. “I know Griff. I know.”
The door swings open and a young male nurse walks in, “Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, Ma’am, but I’m here to check Mr. Erickson’s vitals.”
“Hi, Eddie. Thank you.” My mom smiles, sad, but appreciative. “Did you meet my son, Griffin?”
“We met earlier, Ma. Are you sure I can’t stay here?”
She shakes her head. “Go home and get some sleep.”
I hesitate, but know this isn’t an argument I would win, or one I want to have after such a long day. At least I think it’s only been a day. “I love you, Ma. We’ll take care of everything at home, just please let us know how things are and we’ll all be back. Let us know what we can bring up for you tomorrow.”
“Just as long as I see all of you sometime tomorrow, it will be okay. You’re all I need when you have time.”
“Ma…”
“I just mean, the farm doesn’t wait for emergencies, Griffin. You can’t all come back and stay here by my side all day. We haven’t scheduled any extra help.”
Nodding, I emphasize, “You don’t need it. That’s what all of us are for.” She gives me a look I know too well, my lips twitching at the familiarity, without turning into the normal smile. I just can’t. Leaning down, I give my mom a kiss on the cheek. “We can get the help set up for when anyone needs to go back. I love you.”
“Thank you.” She tries to smile, but it looks more like a grimace, squeezing my already battered heart. “I love you too. We’re so glad you’re home, Griff.” Reaching up, she pats my cheek, giving me an adoring smile and some comfort even when I can see she’s practically shoving me out the door so she can take a moment of her own, praying for the man who has been her rock, just as she will do everything to be his, now and forever. We hope his forever remains with us for much longer before the next step.
Gulping down the lump in my throat, I trudge out of the hospital towards my pickup. Every step I take feels heavier than the last, the weight of everything that happened in the past twenty-four hours holding me down. By the time I climb into my truck, my body is dragging.
As I pull out of the lot and turn towards home, my mind drifts, barely able to focus on the road. In the blink of an eye, I’m making my way down the long dirt road towards the back of the large white farmhouse, instantly flooded with memories. Shaking it off, I quietly make my way inside, but my efforts are unsurprisingly fruitless. Wyatt, Sage, Harper, and Beau sit at the long wooden kitchen table with bowls and toppings in front of them, watching as Wyatt flips a perfect scoop of homemade vanilla ice cream into a bowl, his eyes raising to meet mine. 
“What are y’all doin’?” I ask accusingly.
Wyatt’s eyes narrow. “Making ice cream sundaes. You joining us or not?”
I toss my keys and wallet onto the counter and flop into the chair across from Wyatt. “Well, are you going to give me a bowl or are you planning on eating it all?”
His lips barely twitch as he slides a bowl across the table before filling another for himself as the rest of us add our favorite toppings. Slowly I pour the hot fudge over the top, watching it thicken instantly with the shock of the cold.
“What about Colton?” Harper asks, always wanting all of us together.
“He needs time to help Robin put the boys down,” I advise. She nods, her movement bringing my attention to Beau and his bowl overflowing with toppings, his ice cream looking more like something from Elf than something edible. “Don’t you think you have enough, Beau?” He lifts his gaze and I nod towards his bowl.
Without answering he heaves a sigh and lifts a spoonful holding it towards the middle of the table and waiting for the rest of us as we mirror his actions. Clearing his throat, he forces the first words out. “To Dad.”
“To get better soon,” Harper squeaks.
“For a quick recovery,” Wyatt adds.
“To smile and laugh again,” Sage whimpers.
“For him to come home soon,” I finish, all of us raw with emotion. We clink our spoons, as per our usual, all taking a bite.
“Ewe, I got some of Beau’s stuck to mine,” Harper complains.
“More for me if you don’t want it,” he claims, grinning, attempting to lighten the mood.
Sitting back, I poke at the ice cream, listening to my siblings banter. The mood, quickly returning to somber. “What are we going to do?” Sage asks the question all of us are thinking.
“We come up with a plan. It will be fine,” Wyatt chimes in.
“He will be fine,” I emphasize. Sighing, I add, “And Wyatt’s right.”
His bowl clatters to the table. “Did you hear that? Even Griff says I’m right, so it must be true.”
“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” I retort. He smirks, shrugging.
“I guess I’ll be the grownup,” Sage interrupts, rolling her eyes. Whipping out her phone, she begins tapping. “I’ll write a list of everything we need to do and who’s responsible and share it with everyone.”
In no time, we have the chores we don’t have regular staff for broken down, a list of plans for when everyone has to go back to their daily lives, and a list for checking on mom, making sure she takes care of herself, and of course visiting dad. 
With a satisfied smile, Sage taps send and announces, “Done.”
Our phones beep with her message followed by a response from our brother. 
Colton: You better not have made homemade ice cream sundaes without me.
We all laugh, easing some of the tension. Beau sends a picture of his bowl in the group. Colton replies instantly.
Colton: WTF is that?
Wyatt: Beau’s concoction.
Colton: ‘Nuff said. I’m fine without that. But don’t let it happen again.
We know he’s joking, but I’m having trouble finding anything funny tonight. The sequence of events is on repeat in my head. I’m grateful the call came in when it did so I was able to get back to Piper Falls so quickly, but even then, it wasn’t fast enough. What if the worst had happened? I wouldn’t have made it in time and I would never be able to forgive myself. 
Moving back here is the right move. Nothing is more important than family. I need to make it happen. 
There’s no other option.
 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
🛡️ Mallory 🛡️
 
“Ollie, where are your pants? It’s almost time to go.”
“I don’t know, Mommy,” my seven-year-old son answers, as he kicks his soccer ball around his bedroom.
“Don’t play ball in the house.”
“I’m not.”
“Ollie,” I warn, arching my eyebrows as I reach into his dresser and pull out a pair of the tan cargo pants he loves.
Heaving a sigh, he stops and picks the ball up, setting it on his bed adorned with a soccer ball quilt. As he turns back to me, his strawberry blonde hair flops over his forehead and he looks up at me, his green eyes shining innocently like his dad’s used to do when he was trying to win me over or get away with something. The simple gesture squeezes my heart. I gulp down the sudden lump in my throat and spin towards the door. “Get dressed and grab your things.”
My eyes close momentarily as I pull the door closed and take a deep, calming breath. “He looks more like you every day, Noah,” I mumble under my breath.
“Mom?” my oldest asks as she steps into the hallway.
Pushing away from Ollie’s door, I quickly shake off my thoughts. “Ready for school, Tiegan?” She nods, her strawberry-blonde ponytail bouncing. Her hazel eyes, more of a mix of the two of us, look up at me imploring. She sees more than I’d like her to at only nine-years-old. Being the oldest, she’s been through more than any child her age should have to endure.
“Are you okay?” she asks so soft I almost don’t hear it.
Guilt crashes into me, making it difficult to breathe. Forcing a smile, I insist, “I’m just tired this morning. I’m glad it’s Friday.”
Her shoulders visibly relax and she smiles. “Me too. We have a sleepover at Aunt Carla’s on Saturday.”
My eyes widen. “Oh, I forgot about that.”
She rolls her eyes at me. “I’m hungry.” Without another word she bypasses me, making her way to the kitchen.
“There’s a bowl of berries on the counter and the pancakes are covered to keep them warm.”
“Pancakes!” Mia, my five-year-old mini me pops out of her room wearing a frilly pink princess dress and a tiara on her head. Charging towards the kitchen, she holds her wand out like it’s a sword and she’s ready to fight for breakfast.
A burst of laughter echoes down the hallway as Ollie’s door swings open and he runs past me. “Save some for me!”
As I step into the kitchen, Tiegan points a fork at her sister, frowning. “Mom, she can’t wear that to school. It’s embarrassing.”
“She’s not embarrassing. She’s five.”
“Mom…”
“I’m sorry, Mia, but you can’t wear this to school.”
Mia whines, “But Mommy…”
I step towards her, my hand falling to the back of her head. “Sweetie, you won’t be allowed to wear that at school today.”
“It’s not a costume. I’m a real princess.”
An adoring smile lights up my face. “I know honey, but you can wear it after pre-K. You only have a couple weeks left of school before summer starts. Besides, what if something happened to your dress or the crown?”
She frowns, an exaggerated pout on her perfect little face. “Okay.”
Reaching for a handful of blueberries, I pop them in my mouth and make my way around the counter to grab my coffee. As I take a sip, I glance at the time, my eyes widening in surprise. “Finish eating and I’ll get you something to wear,” I add, nodding at Mia. 
I return with another pink dress in hand and take her crown off followed by her dress and slip the other on in seconds. “Come on, y’all, we have to go.”
We rush to the garage, the kids quickly piling into my white minivan. I glance at Ollie as he climbs in with only a lunch box and a soccer ball. Fighting my smile, I ask, “Ollie, where’s your backpack?”
He turns in a circle as if willing it to appear before answering. “It’s still inside.”
“I’ll go get it.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
A few minutes later we’re making the short drive to school, the sun barely over the horizon. “I don’t want to be the first one there today,” Tiegan complains.
“What’s so different about today?” I ask, glancing at her in the rearview mirror before focusing back on the road.
She shrugs, staring out the window. “Aaron went home sick yesterday, so he won’t be there.”
Ah. Her best friend. She tends to play with the boys whenever Aaron is around but when he’s not, the boys don’t always include her and she plays with the girls. “I’m sorry he’s not feeling well, but you know I have to get to school before the other kids get there.”
Heaving a sigh, her body sags, melting into the leather seats. “Yeah, I know.”
“Besides, summer vacation starts in a few weeks.” She nods, still frowning. “And you have a lot to look forward to this weekend.” A smile tugs at her lips.
“Hey! Ollie!” Mia screeches, making me jump.
I glance back, finding Mia’s arms swinging towards her brother with tears already streaming down her cheeks while Ollie laughs, holding something away from her, taunting her. “Mom, Mia brought her crown.”
“Give it back!”
“Mom, Mia hit me.”
“Mommy!”
Turning towards my kids, I reach my hand back, attempting to separate them as I pull off to the side of the road. “Both of you stop!”
“Mom!” Tiegan yells, eyes wide. 
I spin back towards the road and slam on my brakes as two large hands come down hard on the hood of the car, the booming echo of a man’s fists hitting metal startling me. My heart hammers against my ribcage as my eyes drift up the corded muscles and colorful ink covering his right arm, and flowing onto his broad chest and shoulder, slick with sweat. I lick my lips watching the shadowed scruff on his face move as he clenches his jaw. My wide brown eyes lift, finally meeting his shocking bright blue ones, staring at me, and making my mouth water like I’ve been starving for years.
Another piercing scream echoes in the confines of the car, jarring me out of my stupor. “Are you guys okay?”
“Mom, you almost hit him. Are the police coming? Will we get to see Uncle Matt?” 
A gasp escapes my lips as my son’s words slam into me, as if dousing me with cold water. “I need to see if he’s okay.” As I reach for the seatbelt, the corner of his lip tugs upwards and he winks before spinning around and taking off in a run. “Wait!” I call, but it’s already too late. Slightly stunned, I sit behind the wheel, my eyes glued to his firm backside as he disappears around the corner. Who the hell was that?
Turning in my seat, I shake my head and give each of my kids a pointed stare. “No fighting or yelling in the car. Ever! Do you understand?”
“Ollie started it,” Mia whines.
“I didn’t do anything!” Tiegan argues, while Oliver remains unusually silent.
“Do you understand?” I repeat, ignoring their outbursts.
The defeated sound of all three of them responding almost in unison echoes in the car, “Yes, Mom.”
“Good.” I nod, turning back towards the road.
As I pull away from the curb, my thoughts drift to the muscles and piercing blue eyes that moments ago stood before me giving me chills. Who was he? I’ve never seen him before and Piper Falls is a small town. Maybe he’s here visiting family or a friend or something. I feel terrible I didn’t even get the chance to apologize. 
My stomach flips, letting me know that’s not the only thing I feel bad about. A wave of guilt washes over me as I force Noah to the forefront of my mind. He would want me to date again. He would want me to find someone, so why does my heart feel like dead weight because I find a stranger so attractive? Okay, let’s be real, he was panty melting hot. And Noah is gone. My stomach twists with both shame and the excitement of possibilities. The hard part is figuring out which one should win. I’m pretty sure I might already know what one will.
Exhaling slowly, I shake my head and park next to Tanner’s car, not only the assistant principal, but a close friend I grew up with a few towns north of here. With all the vandalism going on recently, he’s here like clockwork every day waiting for me and the kids when we arrive. He’s always watching out for us, just like Matt, and the other guys at the station. Reid is always there too, but I think Tiegan still blames him some for not saving her dad since he’s the one who found Noah. It doesn’t seem to matter how many times we’ve said there was nothing he could’ve done. I’m honestly incredibly grateful for all of them. I don’t know if I would’ve survived without them.
I wave before I grab my things and climb out of the car, Tiegan, and Ollie already out of their car seats while Mia kicks her legs in anticipation as she waits for me. “Hi, Mr. Pratt.” Tiegan grins as Ollie gives him a high five in greeting.
“Good morning! How are y’all doing today?”
“Mommy hit someone with her car!” Mia announces, handing him her bag without asking.
“What?” His eyes widen, his eyebrows nearly hitting his dark hairline. “Is everyone okay?”
Heaving a sigh, I grab my tote filled with a few things I brought home last night to work on and my purse. “We’re fine. He’s fine. I didn’t actually hit him, but it was close. The kids were fighting and his hands came down on the hood.”
“Who was it? Do you think he’ll sue?”
I shake my head. “I have no idea who it was. He ran off, so I guess he’s fine.”
His eyebrows draw down in confusion. “You don’t know who it was?”
Reaching for Mia’s hand, I instruct, “Hold hands.” Tiegan instantly follows directions.
“But my soccer ball,” Ollie complains.
“You don’t need that right now.”
“But I want it for before and after school.”
Tanner lifts his hand and offers me a comforting smile. “It’s okay, I got him.” His hand falls to his shoulder protectively, bringing a smile to my face as we all walk side by side to the front door of the school.
When we reach the gym, Mr. Sylvin stands in front of the door, unlocking the gym. “Good morning, y’all,” he greets us.
“Good morning,” we all reply with a smile.
I glance at Tanner, grateful for his help. He’s always been there for me for as long as I can remember, but after Noah died, he really stepped up, helping out whenever we needed anything. I can’t imagine how different things would have been without him here in Piper Falls. “Thank you.”
His lips tug up at the corners. “My pleasure, Ms. Bailey.” 
Mia laughs. “That’s not her name, silly. Our last name is Dolan. Why does everyone at school call you that?”
They all set their things down against the wall as Tiegan rolls her eyes, answering before I have a chance. “Bailey was mom’s last name before she married dad. That’s what they call her at school.”
“Oh. I thought that was just what her class called her this year,” Mia claims, scrunching her face up, clearly puzzled.
My chest tightens. I don’t want to confuse my kids, but I needed to find some of myself after struggling so much the first year and taking my name back at school is one thing that seemed to work for me. It feels like I’m me again, not Noah’s widow. How do I explain that to a five-year-old?
“I love you,” I say and hold my arms out wide. All three of my kids rush into my arms and I hold them tight, not caring that I can’t breathe. I kiss the tops of their heads, all of them coming closer to my chin at my five-five height every day. It won’t be long before they’re all taller than me at this rate. For a moment, I relax, relishing their love and sharing mine. This is by far one of the best parts of my day, every single time.
A mumbled chorus of, “I love you,” follows, bringing a broader smile to my face. 
My kids break free. Ollie spins, running for his soccer ball, and kicking it across the gym, while Tiegan walks to the table for the drawing paper and Mia finds a princess coloring book and jumps up and down in excitement, holding it up like a trophy. 
Turning towards Mr. Sylvin, I sign my kids in and smile. “Thank you.”
“Have a good day.” 
With one last glance at my world, I exit, Tanner following right behind as I head to my Kindergarten classroom. “Now that the kids aren’t around, I have to ask, are you okay?”
My eyebrows draw down in confusion when suddenly the memory of chiseled arms with firm muscles adorned with colorful ink slams down on me, startling me. “Oh, yeah, um, the guy. Yeah, the kids were fighting and I was pulling over to deal with them, but I didn’t see him. His hands hit the hood, but he just looked at me and then went back to his run.” I shake my head remembering his wink making my breath catch. Who even does that?
“You sure that’s it? Mal?”
“Um, yeah, yeah, that’s it.” I shrug. “I have no idea who he was, but…”
“But?” He arches his eyebrows.
“Nothing.” My teeth dig into my lower lip as I shake my head. I don’t want to talk about him.
“I know that look.” He narrows his eyes at me. “I admit, I haven’t seen it in a while, but I know it well.” Glancing at him out of the corner of my eye, I purse my lips, not sure what he’s insinuating. “You might be interested in this guy you’ve never spoken to. So that’s what it takes to get you interested? Let you hit them with your car?”
My head falls back in laughter as I playfully shove him towards the exit. “Just go.”
He chuckles, moving towards the door. “I think that could be a good thing for you, Mal.”
I blush, ignoring him and begin setting up my classroom centers for the morning. I want to have it ready before my teaching assistant, Ms. Garcia gets here, so we can work on the Kindergarten graduation celebration with any free time.
 

Chapter Three
 
🛡️ Griffin 🛡️
 
Wyatt sets the last box next to one of the tables and stands next to me as we look around the park. Saturday mornings have always been an array of activity with the Farmer’s Market in addition to our everyday farm duties. There appears to be a little bit of everything today like, fruits, vegetables, jam, honey, beer, wine, bread, pies, and other pastries, as well as baskets, quilts, and woodwork. 
Sage steps between us, flicking us both on the ear.
“Squirt,” I warn as we spin towards her, Wyatt sweeping her off the ground. 
“Put me down! Y’all need to stop reminiscing and help me get this stuff set up before the crowd barrels down on us.”
Laughing, he sets her on her feet. “This ain’t no rodeo, Sis. Pretty sure the only barrels will be from a local vineyard.”
Narrowing her eyes, she argues, “You’d be surprised how busy this gets now. The restaurants and stores love it and not just people from town show up. Everyone wants fresh food. Plus, the Bluebonnet Bakery has a tent sometimes and those desserts are out of this world.”
“Piper Falls Farmers’ Market. Who’d a thought?” I quirk a brow.
“You’d know if you came home more often,” she claims, glancing between the two of us.
“I’m working my ass off so I can move back and expand the Vodka company,” Wyatt proclaims, shrugging. “Well, more like start the Vodka company, it’s not much of one yet.”
Sage turns her glare on me. “And what’s your excuse?”
I hold my hands up in surrender. “Look, I know I haven’t been around as much as I should, but work is busy. We’ve been short-staffed, so I’ve been picking up some patrol shifts to help out.”
“And it has nothing to do with…” she trails off as I cross my arms over my chest, narrowing my eyes in warning. “You can’t ignore it or this town forever Griff.” My gaze doesn’t waver. I relax the moment I see her relenting. “Fine.” Heaving a sigh, she redirects, “I don’t understand why you don’t apply at the station here.”
“Actually, I told Ma I’m moving home.”
Both my siblings drop what they’re doing and spin on their heels, staring at me wide-eyed. “What?” Sage questions.
“You said you were taking a leave of duty, you never said you were moving home,” Wyatt states, needing clarification.
Huffing, I reach into a box and begin sorting the vegetables onto one of the tables Sage already covered with a red tablecloth. I need to do something while I talk. “It’s too much. I was covering someone’s shift and out on patrol when I got the call and couldn’t answer right away. Then, by the time I got back to the station and called… the traffic…” My voice cracks with emotion and I pause, clearing my throat. Recalling the helpless and guilty sensations consuming me, I shake my head, glancing at them with the desperation I feel in the moment. “What if something happened and I didn’t get here in time? It’s happened before, but with them… I’d never forgive myself.”
Sage flicks away a tear and wraps her arms around my waist as Wyatt looks away, gulping down his own emotions. “Are you leaving the force?” she asks.
“No, just taking a break. Wyatt and I talked about it some.”
Sage’s head snaps towards Wyatt, her eyes narrowed. “You knew?”
“No!”
“We only talked about me taking a leave of duty and helping out on the farm while dad recovers and mom is busy with dad.”
“He’s going to hate that,” Wyatt mumbles under his breath.
“Understatement.” I huff a humorless laugh. 
Wyatt adds, “I just can’t come home yet, but I will be back soon to stay and dive further into Vodka.”
“Don’t you drink enough already?” Sage snarks.
“Smartass.” Wyatt smirks. “I want it to be more than something we bring as a gift to the Walker estate for dinner or the town fair. I’ve been working on a business plan for a long time and I’m almost ready. I’m going to give my job notice, but it will take a couple months because we’re in the middle of a project. It’s time for me to leave, anyway. I just can’t leave them hanging when they’ve been so good to me.”
“Ma would be proud,” I tease, although it’s true.
Ignoring me, he adds, “Besides, I can still make it home on the weekends if I’m needed. If not, I’ll work my ass off to get back faster. With me home, Griff will be able to go back to work.”
“Yeah, go back to work, but I need to stay here. There’s not really anything in Waco for me anyway besides the station.”
“Or anyone.” Sage arches her eyebrows in challenge.
“Or maybe it’s too many someones.” Wyatt laughs. 
“Well, no one I want to stay there for. It’s an easy call. I already mentioned it to my chief and since I’m on leave, it seems like the perfect time to set everything in motion. Besides, I heard Bill Camden is retiring this summer.”
“Really?” Wyatt questions.
I nod. “Matt mentioned something.”
“He’s been trying to get your ass back here to work with him since you left.”
The corners of my lips tug upwards. I was so determined to get away from Piper Falls and do my own thing after everything, but the thought of coming home, being close to my family and working with a few of my friends is exactly what I need right now. Hopefully, the position will be mine.
“Well, the job’s not mine yet, but it would be ideal.”
It’s not long before the three of us get the farm stand set up with early summer fruits and vegetables, along with some herbs, all neatly placed and exhibited in wooden display crates. Dusting off my hands, I take another look around the park lined with small tents and tables at the edge of the grass, people milling about. “This is definitely a lot bigger than I remember.”
“And we’re about to get slammed,” Sage announces, pointing towards the parking lot, quickly filling up.
“You got the register, sis?” Wyatt questions as our first customers approach.
We attempt to get lost in the work, but nearly every customer asks, “How’s your dad?” followed by, “It’s good to see you boys home.”
“I’m going to take the pickup back to the farm. Beau texted something about a broken fence,” Wyatt informs us, leaving the keys for the farm truck.
“Griffin Erickson, I heard you were back.”
I spin towards the feminine voice, grinning down at Tara Maxwell. “Hey, Tara. How are you? How’s Leo?”
“I’m good,” Leo comments as he steps next to his wife. “How have you been, man? It’s good to see you.” Grinning, he steps towards me, slapping me on the back with a one-armed hug, I return.
“You, too.”
“Matt told us about your dad. How’s he doing?”
I fight my flinch. “He’s doing okay. We’re hoping he’ll be able to come home soon.”
“That’s good news.” 
Forcing a smile, I nod in response. “What’s new with the guys?”
“Not much. Everyone is good. Tonight a few of us off shift are going out for a beer. You should come.”
“Maybe.”
“It’d be good for you to get out if you can.”
I pinch my lips tightly together knowing he’s right. I wonder if Matt or Reid are planning on stopping by.
“Tag, you’re it!” A little girl with long brown hair wearing a fluffy pink dress bumps into my legs as she runs by giggling.
A boy, taller than her by a couple inches with wavy strawberry blonde hair halts, pouting. “I’m not playing, Mia.” He spins around, bumping into a crate full of potatoes. I reach out and grab it before any fall to the ground. His eyes go wide as he stares up at me. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay, cowboy.”
He turns and runs out of the tent as if he’s in trouble. My siblings and I used to do the same thing here when we were kids. Leo waves, bringing my attention back to him. “I’ll text you.”
I nod in acknowledgement as Sage calls, “Griff, can you help with these crates?”
“Coming.” 
A few minutes later, I’m carrying some empty boxes back to the truck, when a soft whimper catches my attention. Following the sound to the other side of the truck, I find a ball of pink sitting beside the wheel. Crouching down, I keep my voice gentle, not wanting to scare her. “Hey, princess.”
With a gasp, her head snaps up as she stares at me with wide eyes and tear-stained cheeks, squeezing my heart. 
“Are you okay?”
She nods, more tears spilling down her cheeks. “Ollie was s’posed to find me.”
“Maybe you’re too good at hiding, but I can help you find him.”
Tilting her head to the side, she purses her lips in thought. “Okay, but you have to pass my test first.”
My lips twitch. “Okay, little darlin’. I can do that. What’s the test?”
“Are you a knight or a prince? If you are one of them, you can help me.”
A low chuckle escapes. “Well, then I guess I’m the right man for the job. I’m a knight and a prince.”
Wiping her tears, she rolls her eyes dramatically and pushes herself off the ground. “You can’t be both.”
“I can’t?” I quirk a brow.
“No.” She shakes her head. “I know how to tell. Put your arms in the air.” Indulging her, I do as she says. “Stand on one foot and jump up and down.” She watches me as I listen to her orders. “Good job. Now spin around.” I put my foot down, and she laughs.
“What?”
“You put your foot down, so you can’t be a knight. You must be a prince.” She puts her tiny hand in mine, trusting me.
“You must be right.” She beams with pride. Now maybe we can find her parents. “Well, I saw your brother, but what does your mom or dad look like? They might be a little taller and easier to find.”
“My daddy is an angel and my mommy looks like one,” she answers without pause, making my own eyes widen and my heart break.
I open my mouth to ask for further explanation when I notice a beautiful woman with her long, brown hair flying as she looks around frantically, grasping the hand of the same boy as before. “Is that your Mommy?”
She shrieks in happiness, smiling brightly. “Mommy!” Gripping my hand tighter, the little girl tugs and I willingly follow.
The woman’s gaze finds her daughter as we step in front of the tents prompting her to exhale in relief. “Mia!” She drops to her knees in front of the little girl, hugging her tightly, still refusing to release her son’s hand. “You can’t run away like that. You scared me half to death.”
“Ollie and I were playing hide and seek.” 
“No, we weren’t,” the boy retorts, narrowing his eyes at his little sister.
“I don’t care what y’all were doing, you do not run away from me.”
“But Mommy, Prince Charming found me,” the little girl announces, looking up at me with pride, bringing a small smile to my face.
The woman’s gaze finally lifts to mine and the same caramel eyes as this morning look back at me in stunned recognition. She stands slowly, her short brown cowboy boots and jean shorts, bringing my attention to her legs. My eyes drift up, traveling every luscious curve of her body. Damn. Pausing on her full lips, I lick my own, and I swear I hear her breath hitch making my cock twitch.
“This place isn’t that big Mia.” A girl about nine or ten with the same strawberry blonde hair as her brother claims, rolling her eyes, and grabbing our attention.
“Tiegan,” her mom warns, taking a deep breath. She opens her eyes and stares into mine. “Thank you, Mr.…”
“Erickson,” I supply, her eyes widening, obviously familiar with the family name. “Griffin Erickson, Ma’am.”
My lips curve up in a slow, easy smile as I reach to shake her hand. She releases her son’s hand, meeting me halfway, heat shooting up my arm at her gentle touch. “Mr. Erickson...”
“Griffin,” I repeat, wanting to hear my name on her lips.
Her cheeks turn pink. “Griffin,” she corrects. “I’m sorry about this morning.” 
“So, you do remember me?” My grin grows.
Her face turns a deeper shade of red as she attempts to ignore my comment. “And thank you for finding my daughter.” Her voice cracks and before I get a chance to say more, she yanks her hand free of mine and crouches, returning her attention to her daughter. “And Mia, you can’t run away even if y’all are playing.”
“But Mommy…”
“No buts. And if you get lost again, ask a police officer if you can or a teacher or at least someone you know. You know almost everyone at these tents, sweetheart.”
“He works here Mama and now we know him too.”
Her mom sighs warily as she stands. “We’ll finish this at home.” She raises her gaze, her eyes no longer playful. “Thank you again, Mr.–I mean Griffin.”
“No problem, Ma’am.”
My eyes remain glued to her as she turns around with her three kids connected through a chain of hands as they walk away. Too busy taking her in until she’s gone, my brain takes a moment to register she never told me her name, but this town is small, I have no doubt I’ll soon find out. 
 
 

Chapter Four
 
🛡️ Mallory 🛡️
 
My kids drop their bags and charge for the kitchen. “Slow down!” I warn, knowing they won’t until the food sits in front of them. A soft moan leaves my lips as I inhale the scent of pepperoni pizza. “Smells good, Carla.”
“The kids’ favorite aunt is really good at ordering.” She grins, shaking her phone in front of me.
“Are you sure you want all three of them for the night? Can I help you with anything before I go?”
She laughs, shaking her head. “No. The kids are staying with me so you can take some time for yourself for once. Why don’t you go out and have a good time instead of cleaning the house or running errands.”
I frown at her accurate assumption. It’s rare I do something that’s truly for me anymore. “That’s not what I do,” I argue in spite of myself, my face heating.
She arches her eyebrows in challenge. “Oh, really? Have anything fun planned for tonight?”
I glance at the woman who used to be my sister-in-law, and still treats me like I’m family. I don’t want to disappoint her. She’s a couple of inches taller than me with long, auburn curls, the same green eyes as Noah and curves garnering constant attention she wished she didn’t receive. “Actually, a friend from work asked if I wanted to join her and her friend for drinks,” I declare, my defiance obvious.
Her eyes widen in surprise before narrowing on me. “Where? What time? Are you going?”
“You know me well.”
“You’re going and I will be asking you for a report.” I roll my eyes and she steps closer. “I’m serious Mal. Noah wouldn’t want you to stop being you.”
I flinch and look away, my heart squeezing. She’s right, I know she is. Taking a deep breath, I exhale slowly. My lips breathe my response before I even realize what I’m agreeing to, “I’ll go.” I feel her triumphant grin before I even look at her. “They’re meeting at Papi’s Lock ‘n’ Stock,” I say like it’s no big deal.
But we both know it’s a big deal. Besides making treats for the guys at the station, or hanging out with her, Matt, or Tanner, everything I do is focused on work or our kids. If I’m busy, I don’t have to think about it too much. It never really leaves my mind entirely.
Her smile widens as she steps closer, putting her arm around me and guiding me to the door. “You better go then, girl. Your mom is leaving,” she calls towards the kitchen.
A chorus of mumbled responses ensue. “Bye, Ma. Love you.”
I laugh. “I love you. Be good for Aunt Carla!” More incoherent sounds follow, making me chuckle. “Mia has been hiding lately. If you need…”
“Bye, Mallory.” She waves as I take another
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