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Chapter One

 


Kayla looked around the sheriff’s department
that was holding the retirement party for Sheriff Darrell Thomas.
It was a loud, boisterous group, with their laughter and talking.
Most of them were dear to her heart.

She smiled and conversed when needed but
mainly sat back and watched. Most of the people in the room she’d
grown up with were from Layton, in Madison County.

The sheriff retiring had been like a father
to her after her own was killed in the line of duty fifteen years
before. She’d been eight at the time, and her brother, Ryden, was
twelve.

She couldn’t imagine what would have
happened if Darrell hadn’t been around to help their mother,
Rachel, who’d fallen apart. Kayla couldn’t help but wonder if their
mother would have eventually killed herself with the pills and
alcohol she’d used to dull the pain, if he hadn’t intervened. He’d
taken over, raising her and her brother while helping her mother
overcome her grief, find a job, and move on with her life. Kayla
had hoped the two would start a relationship, but it had never gone
past the friends’ stage.

She waved as one of the deputies called out
and left.

“How are you doing, Sprite?”

She grinned at Darrell, the sheriff
retiring, when he stepped up beside her. “Good. I don’t know what
we’re going to do without you?”

Darrell wrapped an arm around her shoulders.
“You’re going to be fine. The guy I hired is damn good. He was in
the Navy, worked in the police department in Chicago, and went up
the ranks there.”

“What’s a big city guy going to do here?
He’ll be bored within a week.”

Darrell grinned. “He knows what the job
entails, and it was exactly what he was looking for. He’s had
enough of the drugs, gangs, and politics. He wants to settle and
set down roots somewhere.”

“But when he sees the town…”

Darrell looked surprised. “But he has. He’s
been here a few times.”

“Why didn’t we meet him?”

“He met most of the deputies. You must have
been off work. He likes what he sees very much.”

“I hope we don’t bore him to death, and then
have to go about trying to find another sheriff.”

“Trust me. It’s going to work out.”

She looked around the room and saw Fletcher
in the corner, drinking a beer and scowling at everything. “Do you
think he’ll have problems with Fletcher?”

Darrell followed her gaze. “I informed him
of the problem. He wasn’t worried. He’s tough as nails and will be
able to handle him.”

“I hope so. Fletcher is very resentful that
he wasn’t chosen for the job.”

“There’s no way he could have gotten it. He
might have the experience, but he doesn’t have the temperament for
the job. Hell, most people in town don’t like him.”

She agreed wholeheartedly. The man was an
ass most of the time, and she could barely tolerate him. Add to the
fact he sexually harassed her, and she pretty much hated the guy.
If the job didn’t pay as well as it did, she would have left a long
time ago.

Darrell had kept the guy in check most of
the time, but Fletcher still found ways to make her uncomfortable.
Now, she didn’t know what would happen with the new sheriff. She
couldn’t go to the council because his father was one of them, and
from what she’d heard, he was as pissed about his son not getting
the job as Fletcher was. The next step would be to go to the State
police, but even then, it was her word against his, and his father
was an important politician in town.

Fletcher was good about harassing her when
no one was around, so no one really caught him doing it. It just
wasn’t worth the headache. She would consider moving on if he kept
at it, but she didn’t want to leave the town she loved.

“I should warn you that he’s a dom and will
probably be interested in the kink club,” Darrell said.

Kayla felt her face heat with embarrassment.
She still hadn’t gotten used to Darrell and her mom knowing she
enjoyed that lifestyle. He’d told her he’d been a dom most of his
life, so he already knew she was submissive and needed a strong man
in her life. She wanted to deny it because of the embarrassment,
but the sheriff told her it was obvious to a dom but no one
else.

Oh, God. “Does he know about me? You know,
being submissive?” she asked quietly. She’d die of
embarrassment.

Darrell shook his head. “No. That’s not my
place, Honey.” He grinned. “But he’s been a dom a long time, so
he’ll know within ten minutes that you’re a sub.”

She spaced off as her mind filled with
questions and concerns.

He patted her shoulder. “Everything’s going
to work out. You’ll see,” Darrell said.

She grinned at the sheriff. “I wish I could
go deep-sea fishing with you.”

He chuckled. “I do, too. I’ll check in
occasionally and come see you when I’m back in town.”

“You better.”

Darrell bent down and kissed her cheek. “Try
to behave yourself.”

She snorted, rolled her eyes, and walked
off. Yes, she had to admit she could be feisty at times, but no man
she dated had been able to deal with it, and the sheriff had always
remarked that she’d find herself a dom and then he’d take control
and calm her down. She’d always rolled her eyes at him.

Looking around at the mess, she started
clearing the plates and cups and putting the cake in their small
lounge. It was a room that could only hold a small table with two
chairs. An apartment-sized refrigerator was against one wall, a
short counter with a sink and microwave, and one overhead cabinet.
Since the department wasn’t big, they didn’t need anything more.
So, it was easy and didn’t take any time for her to wipe down
everything.

She jerked around when someone cleared their
throat behind her. Her heart sank when she saw Fletcher leaning
against the doorjamb with his arms crossed and a smirk on his face.
He was handsome with light blond hair, blue eyes, and a great
smile. He was five feet ten or eleven and worked out. She might
have dated him if he didn’t have the personality of a toad, but
he’d been an asshole for as long as she could remember.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Oh, darlin’, you know what I want. When are
you going to give in?”

She gritted her teeth and threw the cloth in
the sink. “Well, that’s too bad for you since you know what my
answer is.”

He grunted. “You’ll change your mind.”

“Actually, I won’t, Fletcher. I don’t know
how to put it any plainer than that. It will never happen. You need
to move on.”

She watched a muscle in his cheek start to
throb and knew she’d pissed him off. She rolled her eyes and pushed
past him to walk into the main room. She felt his gaze on her as
she walked over to her desk. Thankfully, Betsy, one of the night
dispatchers, was already in to take over so she could go home. It
had been an awful, emotional day, and she just wanted a bubble
bath, a glass of wine, and sleep.

Kayla was not looking forward to tomorrow
when the new sheriff would be in. She just hoped he was what they
needed and would be able to handle the jealous, redneck mentality
of some of the guys around town.

Maybe if it didn’t work out, she’d take her
mother up on her offer of moving to Tulsa. The thought of leaving
the small town in Montana gave her a stomachache. She loved it
there and didn’t want to give it up, especially not because of a
few jerks she had to work with.

She wouldn’t let anyone run her off without
a fight.


Chapter Two

 


Kayla came through the door of the sheriff’s
department the next day. Right away, she could feel the tension.
She looked around and saw Nash and Lance, two of the deputies,
working at their desks with their heads down.

“Good morning,” she called out.

They both smiled at her.

“Glad you’re here, Doll.”

She put her purse away. “Why? What’s going
on?”

“The new sheriff is in,” Lance told her.

“What? Is he mean or something?”

Both guys chuckled.

“Oh, he can be mean, no doubt. The guy is a
bruiser.” Lance laughed. “He’ll take some getting used to.”

“Do you think he’ll work out?”

Nash nodded. “He’s going to have some issues
with a few people…”

“You mean Fletcher?” she asked.

“Yeah. And Fletcher’s father, but the new
sheriff won’t put up with any shit. That’s for sure.”

She exhaled in relief. The one thing the
town didn’t need was a weak man. He’d get eaten alive.

“Good. We’ll help him fit in.”

The guys grinned.

Lance snickered. “Are you going to Mother
Hen him like us?”

She gasped. “I do not.”

Both men snorted.

She narrowed her eyes at them, walked into
the small kitchen, and started coffee. She thought about knocking
on the sheriff’s door and introducing herself, but the door was
closed, and she didn’t want to interrupt him. She’d wait until he
came out.

After grabbing the coffee cup, she went to
her desk and went over the notes Carol had left her.

The phone rang off the hook, and the next
time she looked up, it was past lunchtime, and she was hungry. She
grabbed a can of soup from the stash of food she kept in the bottom
drawer. She was just taking the bowl out of the microwave when
someone bellowed.

“Where the hell is everybody?”

A mountain of a man filled the doorway,
making her shake, and then the hot liquid splashed onto her hand
and made her gasp.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m the day dispatcher and your
assistant.”

He looked at the way she was holding her
hand. “What happened?”

She shook her head. “I jerked and spilled
some of the soup on my hand.” She walked to the sink.

“I caused that?”

“It’s not a big deal.” She looked over her
shoulder. “So, you must be the new sheriff?”

“Yeah,” he said and walked over to her. “Let
me see.” He reached for her hand.

She tried to dodge him, but he was quick and
examined the burn.

“I told you it wasn’t a big deal.”

“It’s red,” he said.

She tugged. “It’s not going to blister or
anything.”

“Is there any ointment here?”

“We have a first aid kit, but I’m serious.
I’m good.”

He reluctantly released her.

She pulled a piece of paper towel off the
roll, dried her hand, and then turned to him. “So, I’m Kayla.”

“I’m Zeke.”

She studied him. He was huge. Bigger than
any of the other guys, and muscular. His shoulders were the width
of the doorway. He had close-cropped dark hair and intense dark
eyes that seemed to look right through her.

“It’s nice to meet you. Are you settling in
okay?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got a lot to learn.”

“Well, if you have any questions, don’t
hesitate to ask.”

“Good to know.” He turned away. “I better
get back to it.”

She nodded and watched him leave. She
exhaled the breath she’d been unconsciously holding. Holy shit. The
man packed a punch, that was for sure.

Kayla wouldn’t have said he was a handsome
man. He was too rugged. His five o’clock shadow darkened the bottom
of his face, and it was only noon. His hands were huge, and she
detected several scars on his arms and a few on his face. She could
tell the man had been through a lot already, but he’d only gotten
stronger instead of breaking him.

He was the most masculine, domineering man
she’d ever seen. He had that animal magnetism that most men wanted,
and women craved to have a piece of. It would be interesting to see
how the dynamics work in the department. She knew at least one man
who was going to have problems with the new sheriff, and she was
looking forward to
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