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            AUTHOR’S  NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Please know that while this series is going to revolve around the Laurel Springs Fish & Wildlife I take a lot of liberties as an author with anything law enforcement.

      It’s not meant to be a true depiction of how real law enforcement works. Please know anything I’ve gotten wrong, I’ve done so on my own, and to move the story forward.

      I hope you can forgive that, and enjoy the story for what it is.

      I’ve also taken some liberties with Darren’s age. If you’ve read the previous Laurel Springs Emergency Response Team Series, you may notice that.

      Please think of it as if it’s a soap opera, and how they sometimes mess with ages to fit storylines. This was done on purpose in order to fit the storyline.

      Thank you for reading!

      Laramie
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      I stopped believing in love the day my wife asked me for a divorce.

      My daughter is two years old and she needs a father who shows up every single day, to combat the mother who is notoriously absent. So I put my head down, go to work every day, and tell myself that was enough. Here I am, a third-generation law enforcement officer with a toddler and a broken marriage. I'm not exactly anyone's idea of a catch.

      Then Macie walks into the Lean To, and I ask her to dance before I can talk myself out of it.

      She didn't come looking for a ready-made family, and I didn't come looking for a woman who'd make me forget every reason I have to keep my distance.

      But when Macie shows up at my door in the middle of the night bruised, shaking, and asking me to keep her from being alone, I can't tell her no. In that moment, I want to be everything she's asking me to be.

      I'm a cop. I make my living assessing situations, being calm, and not letting my anger get the better of me.

      But I'm about to throw all of that out the window. I'm after the man who put his hands on her.

      Because nobody touches what's mine.

      And somewhere along the way, without ever meaning to, Macie most definitely became mine.

      Please note: If you read Dakota you've read the Prologue and Chapter One, but I felt like it was important to start this book with those two, because it is such a powerful  motivator in their relationship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          MACIE

        

      

    

    
      It's been a hell of a shift. Full moons tend to do that, but tonight was on a whole other level. I wish I would've been lucky enough to go to the weekly bowling date night, but I don't have that kind of relationship yet. I'm glancing down at the ground as I walk out of the building. All I'm trying to do is put one foot in front of the other, and make it to my car. The mental and emotional toll of the job is rough, sometimes it wears me out more than the physical work.

      All of this is why I don't see the man who steps in front of me until I almost stumble over his feet. "Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry," I rush out, putting a hand on my chest.

      "No problem," he says, but his voice is low and it scares me instantly. The timbre causes my hair to stand up on the back of my neck, almost as if someone has walked over my grave. "You don't remember me, do you?" He questions, a smirk playing on his lips.

      I'm trying to figure it out, and he looks familiar, but I'm awful with names and faces. I know my patients, but other than that, I don't tend to make a personal connection. It's hard when you sometimes only see patients for an afternoon. It took me a while to learn to take care of them, but not make it personal. Which is why I'm not sure where this man is from. "No, I'm sorry." I shake my head, smiling tiredly at him.

      This has been one of the longest shifts of my life. All I want to do is go home, have a glass of wine, a hot shower, and send a text to Darren. We've been hanging out, and having dinner together once in a while, especially when he needs some adult companionship. He's become one of the happiest parts of my life. So maybe my attention hasn't fully been where it's supposed to as the shift was winding down.

      The man in front of me changes in an instant. The smirk disappears from his lips. "So you delivered the shittiest news to me today and you don't even remember my fucking face? That's all I am to you huh? Someone who just shows up and you tell me that the mother of my baby doesn't want to see me?"

      It comes back to me quickly. The mother who had the protection order against the father of her child. The one who gave birth a couple of hours ago I had to have security escort him out and I can recall them telling me to be careful once I did it. But in the end, I didn't think much about it. I've had to do that before, and I've always made sure my patients were taken care of. Even if it made me uncomfortable to do it.

      But this man? He'd given me the creeps. I remember that clearly.

      I'd brushed it off though. The way we brush off things that could be an indicator of things to come. Of those feelings we have as women. Because we don't want others to think we're being too cautious. I've hardly ever been wrong when it comes to the low-level nervousness in my stomach, though, and I'd had it with him.

      Stepping back slightly, I try to put space in between us. He doesn't allow it, he steps into my personal space. "Please know I had nothing to do with whatever happened legally," I try to diffuse the situation.

      "The fuck you did," his voice is low. "You enforced it. You're the one who called the goddamn police."

      It had been me who had called the police. It's part of my job. When I contacted security, they'd told me to go ahead and place the call, while they headed up to the floor. "I understand your frustration," I start again, trying to use every bit of de-escalation I've been trained with.

      "Fuck you and understanding my frustration."

      The way his dark eyes are flaring, I know I'm in some real trouble and irritated with myself for not paying attention when I was walking out. "Look, if you don't leave me alone I'm going to have to report you to security again."

      "Wrong answer, bitch."

      And before I can turn around and walk away, the man grabs my wrist, pulls me to him, and that's when I feel pain explode across my cheek and jaw. I scream, but no sound comes out as I hit the pavement. While I'm lying there, the man kicks me in the stomach, and then spits beside my head.

      "Leave families alone, and just do your damn job. If you interfere again, you'll get even worse done to you."

      He turns and leaves, while I roll around on the ground, tucking my arms around my stomach. Can anyone see me? Did anyone see this happen? Is help coming? All these questions roll through my mind as I lay there, stunned at what's just happened. Eventually, I sit up, and take stock. No one is around, and I'm out in the employee lot on my own. My hand shakes as I reach up and touch my cheek. When I pull it away, there's blood. Instead of going back in, I struggle to my feet and walk to my car.

      Once in the driver's seat, I flip the visor down and take a look at my face. That's going to look awful in the morning. When I start the ignition, I have the thought of going home, but then realize I don't want to be alone. I don't think twice when I turn the opposite direction of my apartment, and head toward the person who has made me feel safer than anyone else.
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      Nicole went down two hours ago, and I haven't moved from my spot on the couch. I've been playing this stupid game where pigs shoot color blocks since the show I was watching turned off. Some days I just need to turn my brain off, and this is how I do it.

      Today, is one of those days.

      There honestly could've been two of me. My mom ended up having to pick up Nicole, and I'd had to rush home and make dinner. On these days, I wish I had someone to share this life with. When i finish the last of the game, I switch over to social media, and click on the profile of the woman who's had my attention the last few weeks. Macie.

      When we met at the Lean To, I hadn't been looking for anything, and neither had she. All either of us had been planning to do was dance a little, maybe drink a few beers, but we quickly became each other's favorite dance partners.

      "Then you started looking for her every time you went there, and outside of the place, too," I mumble to myself. "Which was stupid, considering you said you'd never be in a relationship again."

      That's what I'm good at, berating myself for stupid shit. It's why I don't pay attention to the car that pulls in the driveway until they shut off the engine, and I see someone walking up to the front door. If I'm not mistaken, it's the woman I've been thinking about. Getting up, I head toward the door so that she won't ring the bell or knock. Nicole isn't used to people showing up at night, and even though she's in her room, I have no idea how she'll react. This is the first time that Macie's been here, but I'm sure it wasn't hard for her to find me. In a town this small, everyone knows where everyone else lives.

      I get to the door right as she does, and open it. "Hey, come on in," I whisper. "Nic's asleep."

      She nods, but keeps her head down, so I can't see her face. "I didn't mean to interrupt or cause a fuss," she says, but her voice is slightly muffled.

      There's something about it that spikes my interest. I haven't been a cop as long as I have without taking note of what's going on around me. "Hey, what's going on?" I ask, following her with my gaze. She walks around and behind me, giving me her back.

      "Something happened tonight, and I didn't want to go home by myself."

      My stomach drops. There are a few things that may have happened, but she's a woman, and I'm used to seeing the worst that people have to offer. Doesn't mean that it doesn't affect me when those things happen to the people I care about. However, with my training, I know I have to wait for her to be ready to tell me what's going on. So, although I want to grab her by the arm, turn her around, and fire questions at her, I don't. "You don't have to be home by yourself," I say softly. "You're welcome to stay here. I just need to know you're okay."

      She makes a noise in the back of her throat. "Okay? Are any of us really okay?"

      "No," I answer honestly, rocking back on my heels. "We're all just doing the best we can with what we have."

      "You're right about that." She turns, but she doesn't look at me. Her gaze stays on the floor.

      "Macie. Show me your face, please?" I ask as carefully as I can. It won't do any good to try and force her. She's already been through a lot tonight.

      When she looks up at me, and I see the blood, along with the bruise, I see red. "Who did this?"

      "A patient's partner or husband. I'm not sure. I just don't want to be alone."

      I wrap her in my arms, whispering. "You don't have to be alone. I've got you."

      But in my mind I'm promising myself. I'm going to find who this motherfucker is, and I'll make sure he never hurts another woman again.

      Especially my woman.
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      "Who do you want me to call?" Darren asks as he keeps me wrapped in his arms. "You have to report this."

      I know he's right, but a part of me is rebelling. I don't want to make a big deal out of it, have always been taught not to make a fuss, but this? My face and my stomach is killing me. If I let this go, then he's liable to do it to the next person who doesn't do exactly what he wants them to do. "Who is an option for me to talk to?" I whisper, before closing my eyes and inhaling his scent.

      "If it were up to me, you could talk to me, but I'm officially at Laurel Springs Fish & Wildlife first, SWAT only when they need me. I'd recommend either my dad, or my grandfather. My grandfather on my mom's side is Chief of Laurel Springs Police. I'm not sure if you knew that or not." He curls his fingers around the back of my neck, holding me close. "My grandfather on my dad's side is well respected too. You just let me know who you feel comfortable with."

      This is just a decision I just don't want to make. "I don't know, Darren."

      He makes a noise when he hears the distress in my voice. "Let me call my dad and my grandfather. If they think we need to involve the Chief, then we'll call him. Is that okay with you?"

      "Yeah that's fine with me." I walk over and take a seat on the couch, wrapping my arms around my middle. As he puts his phone to his ear, I block out what he's saying, trying to forget the way I felt on the ground, trying to keep my body from getting hit.

      “They’re on the way,” he says, coming over to sit next to me.

      I don’t have the strength to ask him who has said yes, so I sit on the couch, and pull my knees up to my chest. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I’m just going to be right here with you.”

      Tucking his arm around my neck, he pulls me in, and I allow myself to rest against his chest. We’ve been this close before, but it’s never felt this serious. I’ve tucked my fingers into his t-shirt, and I’m holding on for dear life. My body is shuddering, and although I know that’s the adrenaline, it still makes my teeth chatter.

      Darren makes a move to stand, and I grip his t-shirt harder.

      “Just gotta get the door, honey.”

      That’s when I realize someone is knocking softly. “Okay,” I mumble.

      He goes quickly across his living room, and looks out, before opening the front door. My eyes watch as three people walk inside, more than I thought would be here. There’s two men and a woman. Darren comes back over to where I’m sitting, and reaches down to pull me up. “Macie, this is my dad, Nick Kepler, my grandfather Ryan Kepler, and for some reason my mom showed up.” He raises his eyebrows at her.

      “Kels,” she says, smiling softly.

      I nod back at her. “Nice to meet you all. Wish it was under other circumstances.”

      The one Darren called his dad steps forward. “I’m here to take your statement. Would you like to tell me what happened?”

      “Dad,” Darren’s voice carries a tone that’s a warning. “Why don’t you process and get the pictures first? That way she can change into something more comfortable.”

      “Would you prefer that, Macie?”

      My jaw is starting to kill me, and my scrub pants are stuck to the dried blood through the cut on them. At some point I guess I must have gone down on my knees. I want these clothes off. “Yeah, I would prefer that, please.”

      I’m numb as they pull me over to stand in front of a wall with no identifying factors. They turn on a bright lamp, and both Nick and Ryan begin taking pictures of me. My mind wanders as I listen to them ask for me to show them all my cuts, and then they start taking pictures of my jaw, next up is lifting my shirt so that they can get a picture of the bruising already showing up on my stomach.

      When they’ve taken all the pictures they need, Darren’s mom steps forward. “You need to put your clothes into this bag, now.”

      I glance over at Darren. “I wasn’t assaulted sexually.”

      He licks his lips. “They’ll still try to get DNA off of it, and it helps the DA to see how badly things are ripped and torn. It paints a picture. That’s what they’re going for.”

      A sigh works its way out of my throat. “I don’t have any clothes to change into.”

      His mom holds up another bag. “When I heard Darren talking to Nick, I asked what happened. For a good portion of my adult life I’ve worked in healthcare. Luckily I’ve been mostly in private practice, and I’ve never been assaulted, but I wanted nothing more than to help you. Here are some clothes the girls have left at our house through the years. I’m pretty sure I found some that’s going to fit you.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask her how she even knows who I am, but right now it doesn’t even matter. My own mom is three states away, and I’m not about to call her in the middle of the night to tell her what went down. Which means I’m beyond thankful for Darren’s mom. “I appreciate this more than you know. Where can I change?”

      Darren puts a hand behind on the small of my back, and ushers me down the hallway. He opens the door, and turns on the light. “If you need anything, let me know. You can take a shower when they leave.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      He’s grinding his molars together as his eyes take in my face. “Whoever this motherfucker is,” he says low enough so that only we can hear. “He better hope I’m not the one who arrests him, it won’t be an easy take down if I do.”

      Swallowing softly, I lift my eyes to his. The words that come out of my mouth are unexpected, but true. “Normally I would say not to do that on my behalf. But this time? Hurt him as much as he hurt me.”
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      Darren

      "If you need anything, holler out. I'm going to make sure everyone has everything they need, and then I'll be back to check on you."

      Macie looks through me, not at me, as she listens to what I'm saying. "Thank you for all of this. You could've told me to leave."

      God, her small voice guts me. Reaching up, I hook my palm around the back of her neck. "You were right to come here. If you ever need anything, I want to be the person to help you, if I can. I'm right in there if you need anything."

      "Okay. Thank you."

      "Stop thanking me. I'm happy to do this for you."

      She nods, her eyes not meeting mine.

      Macie and I have kissed before. Hell we've made out before, and I know my way around her mouth. I want nothing more than to take that part of her right now and imprint myself. But that's not what she needs. Instead, I lean forward and kiss her forehead. "Let me go sit with my family and try to make this move more quickly. That way we can be alone. "

      "Then you'll hold me?" Her bottom lip quivers, before she firms it up again.

      "I'll do whatever you need." I tighten my grip on her neck, forcing her eyes to meet mine.

      It kills me to leave her in this bathroom while I walk back to my living room. "If the woman had a restraining order against her baby's father, his name should be on file." I've been thinking about that since Macie showed up here, that this motherfucker shouldn't be hard to find.

      "Believe it or not, we're already trying to get that information," Dad mumbles, looking down at the cell phone in his hand. "We do know how to do our jobs."

      There's that dry sense of humor that gets Nick Kepler through everything. "I know, I do know that. I'm pissed. In no way, shape, or form, should someone who works in healthcare be afraid to do their job because of assholes like him. I worry about all the people we have in our lives who work in that environment."

      "Which is understandable." He holds up a hand as if it will stop me from being angry. "But you can't carry that with you. Just like the people we care about can't carry the irritation at how law enforcement are treated. It helps no one. So calm down, and let us do our jobs."

      I hate the fact that I'm not the one out there on the streets. I want to be the person who makes this all better, the one she can count on. Right now I'm sitting here with my thumb up my ass, not able to do anything other than what I'm doing right now. "Alright. This is hard for me." I run my hand through my hair in agitation.

      "The first time you have to take a step back, because you're no
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