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			Daria dived for Jake and slammed into his chest.

			His thick arms swung her around and they fell into the back seat, protecting the little girl inside. Bullets thudded into the surrounding vehicles. Daria shot a quick glance at Emma and shimmied out of the car with her pistol in hand.

			She radioed for backup. “Shots fired! I repeat. Shots fired.” She located the black Suburban in the distance as it disappeared down the street. “Black Suburban. No plates.”

			“Emma!” Jake pulled the screaming baby from her car seat and stepped out of the car. He held her firm against his chest.

			“She looks okay. The blast of the gun must have scared her.”

			Emma reached for Daria. Surprised, Daria holstered her weapon, took the baby and wrapped her arms around the trembling bundle. Her heart squeezed. It had been a while since she’d held a baby, and it felt good. Jake tucked a pink fuzzy blanket around Emma and her cries grew silent.

			Daria didn’t need any more convincing. Someone was out to get Jake.

			Or was it Emma they wanted?
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			He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.
I will say of the Lord, He is my refuge and my fortress: my God; in him will I trust.

			—Psalm 91:1–2

		
	
		
			To my husband, who loved, supported and cheered me on during his last days.

			Kenneth, I’ll love you forever. Rest in peace.

			Thank you, God, for Your mercy and grace.
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			ONE

			Sergeant Daria Gordon cruised her hometown of Kimbleton, Missouri, one last time before she headed back to the police station to clock out. With temperatures dropping into the teens and the threat of a wintry mix, she could hardly wait to curl up by the fireplace in her new festive red pajamas. Just the thought of watching a Christmas movie and eating hot buttered popcorn made her mouth water.

			The afternoon tourist traffic bottlenecked at the fork in the road in front of the Marketplace Grocery, which was nothing unusual for the Christmas season. A disturbance in the store’s parking lot caught her attention. Two men scuffled between parked cars.

			“Checking a fight between two male suspects in the Marketplace parking lot,” Daria reported on the radio clipped to her uniform. She flipped on her flashing lights and siren, made a quick turn and pulled in behind a white SUV. Parking lots were private property, but she’d cruise by anyway to make sure no one got hurt.

			A bearded man bolted and hopped into the passenger side of a waiting black Suburban. Tires squealed on the asphalt as they sped away. His opponent held a pistol, turned and stuck his head into the back seat of the white SUV. The one with the weapon was Daria’s top priority. She must secure the threat.

			She opened the door with her weapon drawn and eased from her squad car. “Police. Put your gun on the ground and place your hands on your head where I can see them.” She readied herself for an abrupt reaction.

			The suspect placed his pistol on the pavement and pushed it toward her with his foot. He lifted his hands in the air and stepped away from the SUV’s back door, sporting a busted lip. The sleeves of his camouflage T-shirt bulged over his muscular biceps. She maintained a watchful eye and studied him. He looked familiar. That squared chin and those deep brown eyes reminded her of someone she used to know.

			“I’m not the one you want.” His warm breath fogged in the freezing temperatures. He glanced inside the vehicle and back at her. “You should’ve gone after those guys.”

			“I’ll make that determination. You’re the one I saw with a gun. Don’t make any sudden moves.” She adjusted her stance. “Back up.” She eased forward and secured his weapon.

			“That guy tried to take my baby. I had to protect her.” He let out a huff. “I’m Jake Fisher. Want my ID?”

			“Yes. Take it slow. Why would someone want to take your baby?” A slight lean, to glance inside the vehicle, confirmed a baby was inside. A little girl about eighteen months old stared at her with tear-streaked cheeks and a red nose that proved she’d been crying. The icy December wind didn’t help matters. “Hello, little one.” Daria smiled.

			Poor baby. She must be freezing.

			The child’s eyebrows lowered. “No.” Her lips pooched out.

			She clutched a small rubber bunny in one hand and slapped the air toward Daria. Most children didn’t like strangers getting too close, and her apprehension of Daria was a natural response.

			“It was probably someone who works for whoever forced my sister’s car off the road and killed her and my brother-in-law. You should go after them right now.”

			Daria reported the parking lot incident on the radio clipped to her shoulder. She gave a description of the black Suburban that had sped away. No license plate. Maybe the store’s security camera captured the incident. She holstered her weapon as Jake handed over his driver’s license, showing an out-of-town address.

			“What’s the nature of your visit to the Ozarks? Kimbleton, Missouri, is a long way from California.” Jake Fisher? Could he be her scrawny best friend from middle school? If so, he’d grown some muscles. How many times had they talked about what they wanted to be when they grew up? He’d dreamed of becoming a professional football quarterback, and she’d thought about nursing. From the looks of his military attire, he’d changed his mind, as had she.

			“I just returned from active duty after receiving word of my sister’s death. She left me everything she owned.” He pointed to the SUV. “She lived in the Ozark Mountains valley along the county line.”

			“Who was your sister?” Daria’s curiosity stirred. Would he give the name she remembered?

			“Amanda. Our family used to live here, but Dad moved us when he received a job transfer to California.” He shuffled his feet and looked around before returning his attention to her.

			It was him. The first guy she’d ever had a crush on. He’d matured well and was more handsome than ever. She’d gone out with several of the local guys through the years, but they weren’t to her liking. Dating was the last thing on her agenda right now, although seeing Jake again might move it up the list. She couldn’t give in to her attraction. He had a baby, which meant he was already taken.

			“I remember Mandy. Jake, I’m Daria, in case you didn’t recognize me.” Her heart thundered.

			“I thought you looked familiar.” He rested his arm on the open car door. “Thought you wanted to be a nurse.”

			“Well, I thought you were going to play football.”

			With a mature and brawny Jake standing in front of her, memories of all the fun they’d had as kids resurfaced. Was he still the easygoing guy she remembered?

			Didn’t matter. She had to focus on proving herself an efficient, well-trained cop. Especially after her supervisor’s warning to get control of her anger issues. That disruptive vacationer and his dad six months ago had gotten on her last nerve. Richard and Tony Schneider. She’d never forget their names. She’d scolded the belligerent son in front of a crowd. He became hostile, so she arrested him. His dad wasn’t much better, but she’d let his angry remarks slide. She’d worked hard to get this job and didn’t intend on losing it or being assigned to desk duty.

			The child’s cry drew her back to the present. What was she thinking?

			Stay focused on the incident.

			Daria relayed Jake’s personal information to dispatch. “Officers are on the lookout for the vehicle,” she told Jake, then waited while the department looked him up. Once they confirmed Jake had an unblemished record, she handed his pistol back to him.

			She’d been so focused on Jake that she hadn’t noticed Christmas music playing through the speakers of the shopping center across the street.

			A gust of wind cut through her clothes and sent chills to her toes. She zipped up her police-issued jacket. The child had to be freezing, too. With sleet and snow in the forecast, the roads were sure to be treacherous after nightfall. How could he stand there in the cold wearing that short-sleeved T-shirt? And where was the baby’s mother?

			“You might want to turn some heat on in your car. I’m sure your little girl is cold.” Daria observed his gentleness toward the child as he tightened a pink blanket around her legs, then started the vehicle, adjusted the temperature setting and turned the fan on high.

			“Should’ve thought of that myself. Thanks.” He straightened and faced Daria, holding the door ajar. “No disrespect, but if you’d left me alone, I could’ve caught up with that car and taken care of the situation.” His lips tightened. “I was a sergeant in the Marine Corps, so I’ve had plenty of experience with enemy tactics.”

			A woman wearing her heavy coat and carrying a bag of groceries hurried by them toward her car. She stared at them in passing. Daria nodded at her. “Hello, Caroline. I hope you and Mr. Hall are doing well.”

			The lady wasn’t the social type and didn’t respond, but since she was the bank president’s wife, Daria wanted to acknowledge her presence. Caroline slid into her car and drove away.

			Daria looked back at Jake.

			“Excuse me? I’m glad you’re back in Kimbleton, and I appreciate your service to our country, but you’re not in Afghanistan anymore. I’m the authority in this town, and this is my jurisdiction. You cannot take the law into your own hands, regardless of your experience.” She stared into his determined eyes and bit back the agitation rising inside her. “Besides, if you had chased after them with this child in the car, I could charge you with endangerment to a minor.”

			“Didn’t mean it like that, and you’re right. I’ve got to protect Emma.” His fingers swiped over his military haircut. “Someone is following us, and I wondered if he was the same person who murdered my sister and ransacked her house.”

			“Murdered? I heard of an Amanda killed in an accident, but the last name wasn’t familiar. I never associated her with your family until now. I’m sorry for your loss, but there’s been no report of foul play.”

			“Police report said they lost control of their pickup and crashed. They claimed it was an accident, but Amanda had been saying someone was after her. She was a cautious driver. I know my sister, and that wreck was not an accident.” He rubbed his arms and pulled a jacket out of the car. “It was murder.”

			“You can’t go claiming murder unless you have proof.” He sounded so certain. The Jake she remembered never exaggerated; well, maybe when they were kids and he pretended to be a quarterback.

			“I intend to prove someone killed her.” Jake’s jaw tightened.

			She’d have to do some digging on her own to verify his story. “I’ll see what I can find out. In the meantime—”

			Tires squealed. The Suburban was back, and it raced up the parking lot an aisle over from where they stood. The passenger window rolled down and the barrel of a shotgun stuck out.

			Daria dived for Jake and slammed into his chest, which was like hitting a brick wall. His thick arms swung her around and they fell into the back seat, protecting Emma. Bullets thudded into the surrounding vehicles. Daria shot a quick glance at Emma and shimmied out of the car with her pistol in hand. How the two of them fell in through that door at the same time, she didn’t know.

			She radioed for backup. “Shots fired. I repeat. Shots fired.” She located the black Suburban in the distance as it exited the large parking lot and disappeared down the street. “Black Suburban. No plates.”

			Daria backed up closer to Jake. As an authority figure, she’d tried to protect both of them, but his strength had overpowered hers, landing them in the car. Should she be mad at Jake or thankful?

			“Emma.” Jake pulled the screaming baby from her car seat and stepped out of the car. He held her firm against his chest. Her shrill cry made Daria want to hold and comfort her. He dangled Emma out in front of him. Daria checked her body and clothes for blood. “Are you hurt, baby?”

			“Ma-ma.” Her fingers went to her mouth. Jake wrapped his arms around her again.

			“She looks okay. The blast of the gun must have scared her.” Daria scanned the area for the car’s return. Sirens sounded. Help was on the way.

			Emma reached for Daria. Surprised at the child’s interest in her after her earlier response, Daria holstered her weapon, took the baby and wrapped her arms around the trembling bundle. Her heart squeezed. It had been a while since she’d held a baby, and it felt good.

			Jake tucked a pink fuzzy blanket around his baby’s body. She laid her head on Daria’s shoulder. Her cries grew silent. Daria didn’t need any more convincing. Someone was out to get Jake.

			Or was it Emma they wanted?

			

			Jake stood close to Emma while Daria held her. “Am I free to go? I’ve got to get her out of the elements and out of danger. They could come back with more weapons.”

			He could still hear the fear in his sister’s voice over the phone as she begged him to take good care of her baby mere days before her death. She said if anything happened, he had sole custody of Emma, his niece. Two weeks later, they summoned him home. Police located his brother-in-law’s pickup bottom side up off the mountain road. Both were deceased at the scene.

			Whoever killed them would pay. Seeing death in a war zone was one thing, but losing family cut deep, and it put him on edge and on high alert.

			He chewed his lip as uncertainty boiled inside him. Wars he could handle—shooting guns, maneuvering stealthily and securing the enemy—but he knew nothing about taking care of a baby. His aging parents weren’t physically able to care for her on a day-to-day basis. Even though he was thankful Emma was with them when his sister’s accident happened.

			Asking for help from his ex-fiancée wasn’t an option. The Dear John letter she’d sent him while he was deployed said it all loud and clear. How could she ditch him like that? He was on his own.

			“Jake, are you listening?” Daria’s hand squeezed his forearm. His muscle tensed. “I said you’re free to go, but I’ll escort you and Emma home.” She handed the child back to him and walked toward her car.

			“You don’t have to do that. I’m good. I know how to handle these guys.” Jake buckled Emma in her car seat. Those little fingers still gripped the small rubber bunny. Perfect size for her hands.

			“I’m right behind you.” She got in her car and waited.

			He started the car and headed home.

			A huff escaped his lips. His rearview mirror revealed Daria’s squad car following close behind. He could defend himself. She’d been kind to him and looked all official in her uniform, but she was a cop, and the police didn’t help Amanda when she filed a report about the threats. No one took her seriously. Was Daria one of the guilty parties? Who could he trust? No one.

			Trust was a rare commodity and an endangered trait. Jake had trusted too much, especially on the battlefield, and it got his buddy Nolan killed. Nolan had insisted he could crawl unnoticed from the bunker and throw a grenade across the enemy line because he was smaller in stature than Jake was.

			“Trust me. I’ve got this,” he’d said. Jake had prayed for whatever good it did. The enemy shot him as he lifted his torso from the ground and threw the grenade. Successful throw, but seconds too late.

			Jake wiped his hand across his mouth. Would he ever overcome the guilt of his friend’s death? He glanced back at Emma. She’d thrown diapers, clothes and more little rubber animals out of the diaper bag and found her pink-and-white cup. Smart and self-sufficient. They just might get along.

			“You found your cup, didn’t you?” He smiled at her through the rearview mirror.

			“Yes.” She shook her head up and down, making her short black curls dance. “Cup.” Her dark onyx eyes latched on to his eyes in the mirror and melted his heart.

			There was no way around it. He had to take care of this tiny human and carry out his sister’s wishes. Failure wasn’t in his vocabulary. Somehow, he’d figure it out.

			The shooter was another story. He preferred investigating on his own. Once he had proof, he’d present the evidence to the authorities. He’d begin by questioning Amanda’s coworkers at the bank.

			Jake turned into the driveway and pressed the remote. The garage door opened. Daria parked midway on the drive. He pulled the car into the garage and closed the door. His thoughts drifted back to the disarray of the house when he’d first arrived this morning. He’d considered calling the police and reporting the incident, but what would they do? They didn’t protect his sister. At least he took pictures as proof the intruder had been there. Had he found what he was looking for? Jake didn’t know, but he was certain he and Emma were now in their crosshairs.

			Jake rolled his shoulders and popped his neck before he got out of the car and opened the back door to get Emma. He scooped up the tossed contents of the diaper bag and stuffed them back inside the bag. With her cup in one hand, hanging by the handle, and the white rubber bunny in the other, Emma’s arms stretched out to him.

			“Want you.” Her legs kicked as he picked her up and her dainty arms wrapped around his neck.

			So, this is what the love of a child feels like.

			“You’re the only one who does, kiddo.” He patted her back, went inside and set her down. “Guess I need to open the front door. It would be rude to leave Daria sitting outside in the cold.” He liked her, but he didn’t want her telling him what to do and how to do it. He had his own way of tracking down the enemy.

			“Door.” Emma ran to the door and tapped it with one finger.

			“Yep. You talk pretty good for one who’s so little.” He scooped her up with one arm, opened the wood door with the free hand and unlocked the security door. “Come on in.”

			“Thanks.” Daria stepped inside, holding an iPad. “Brrr, it’s getting colder. No doubt bad weather will set in later. I hear we have a chance for sleet and snow tonight.”

			“Don’t plan on getting out.” He fought the resentment welling up. If she’d gone after the guy who sped away when she’d first spotted him, there wouldn’t have been a shooting, and this whole mess could be over and done with.

			“Nice house. But what happened in here?” She walked into the living room, obviously looking the place over. “From what I remember, Amanda loved to decorate. Didn’t matter what it was but this wasn’t her style.”

			“I told you it got ransacked. Like I said, she left me everything. She’d always kept a clean house and fussed at me if I put my feet on her coffee table.” Jake pointed to the navy leather couch. “Have a seat if you can find a spot. I still have cleaning to do after the intruders tossed everything.”

			“Ma-ma.” Emma toddled down the hall, pointing to the master bedroom. “Ma-ma. Bed.”

			“Funny how the kid recognizes names.” He watched Emma waddle up and down the hallway, then into the living room. She set her cup on the leather ottoman and pounded the rubber bunny next to it. The chair and ottoman were navy, too, and everything matched.

			“She’s so cute. I adore her dark hair and eyes.” Daria turned and looked at him. “I’d like to meet your wife. Is she here? She doesn’t need to be afraid. I’ll have a police presence outside your home for a while.”

			Jake bit his tongue. He didn’t want to be rude to his childhood friend and cause more friction between them. “Let me reiterate. I am a marine. I understand the dangers of the enemy. No disrespect to you or your occupation, but your department didn’t help my sister, so I have a hard time trusting they will help me now. And for the record, I am not married, and I don’t have a girlfriend.”

			Daria’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh. I just assumed.” She pointed to Emma.

			“When I told you Amanda left me everything, she left me her only daughter, too. Emma is my niece.”

			“I see.” Daria walked over to the fireplace and picked up a family photo from the mantel. “I’m still trying to figure out how I didn’t know Amanda lived in Kimbleton. I should have figured it out. Better yet, I should have seen her around town.” She put the photo back in place.

			“You know, it shouldn’t matter who calls for help, whether the person is a friend or an unknown. They should follow up on every death threat.” Jake’s comment came out a little more cynical than he intended.

			She spun and propped her hands at her waist. “We take our jobs seriously. You, of all people, should know that and understand the law of the land and police jurisdictions. You have protocol in the military, and you had to abide by them. Now that you are home, you must consider who will care for Emma if you take the law into your own hands and kill someone or get yourself killed. I really am sorry for your loss, but let the police handle it.”

			Jake held back a smile. “You’ve gotten pretty feisty through the years.”

			“Stop. I’m serious.” She shook her head.

			“Why didn’t you go to nursing school like you’d dreamed?” Jake studied Daria. It was nice to have an old friend still in his hometown, even if she was a little bossy.

			“You’re changing the subject.” Daria closed her iPad. “I almost finished my nursing degree, but once I started clinicals and saw the number of people wounded from fights, gunshots, knives, overdoses, etc., I opted for the police department in hopes I could help stop some of these needless crimes. Why didn’t you pursue football and become the quarterback you talked about? You were always good at sports.”

			“Somehow, after the war broke out, playing football seemed irrelevant. The desire to join the military and serve my country took priority. Guess God didn’t want me to be involved with sports. Maybe I needed the discipline. I don’t know.” Jake pulled out his phone. “What’s your number? I’ll send you the pictures I took of the mess the intruders left. I’ve cleaned some of it up.”

			“You shouldn’t have touched anything and called us immediately. Now you’ve contaminated the crime scene.” She gave him her number and lifted her cell. “I’ll take a few more pictures to add to the report.”

			“Go ahead.” He scooped Emma into his arms and followed Daria through the house as she took pictures of the disarray in each room. “By the way, it’s nice to see you again.” He let his squirming niece slide from his arms to the floor.

			“You, too, Jake.” Daria returned to the living room. “I’ll go finish my report in the car before I head back. If you need anything, you’ve got my number. I’m just a phone call away.”

			“Thanks, I appreciate it.” Jake walked Daria toward the front door.

			Bullets shattered the living room window. Emma screamed. Jake dived for Emma, pulled his weapon and covered her with his body. He held her like a football and inched back for better cover. “Are you okay?” he asked Daria.

			She held her pistol in one hand and the radio clipped to her shoulder in the other as she rolled across the floor toward them. “Shots fired. Need backup.”

		
	
		
			TWO

			Daria shielded Jake and Emma as more bullets pelted through the window. Glass from framed pictures on the opposite wall shot like daggers across the room with each hit. She inched her way to the side of a window and fired back.

			Emma’s cries filled the air. Poor baby. Daria prayed for the first time since her friend’s death four years ago.

			Dear Lord, I know I haven’t reached out to You in a while, but please, help keep baby Emma safe.

			It couldn’t hurt to try, although Daria had a hard time trusting Him after her prayers had gone unanswered when Joni had her heart attack.

			Jake rushed toward her. What was he doing?

			“Stop. Get down.” Daria threw her hand out toward him.

			“You watch Emma while I go out the back door and scout out the shooters.” Jake pushed Emma into her arms, then retrieved his pistol from his shoulder holster.

			“Oh, no you don’t. You stay put.” Emma latched on to Daria and laid her head on her shoulder. “We’re going to have to agree to disagree and work together. You be the trained marine, and I’ll be the experienced police officer. Put our wisdom together and we might survive this attack. Help is on the way. It may take them a few minutes, considering how far out of town we are.”

			“I can get to them. Don’t patronize me.” His eyebrows lowered.

			“I’m not, Jake. I’m trying to get you to work with me and not against me. Here in the States, it’s my responsibility to protect you and Emma. I realize you are a well-trained soldier with many hidden talents. I don’t doubt your abilities. Trust me and let me do my job.”

			“People earn trust, and I’m still assessing you.” He eyed her and then backed off. A smile emerged as he lifted his eyebrows up and down. A gesture he did back in their school days when she was upset. “I remember you always babysitting and carrying a kid around in the neighborhood. You’re good with babies. That’s why you’re the only one I trust to be near her right now.”

			“You are impossible.” She held back her frustration at his bantering. “This is serious business. There’s a shooter out there determined to take us out. It’s nothing to joke and laugh about.” Unbeknownst to him, she was still assessing him, too. He seemed innocent enough, but his resistance to her authority would have to stop.

			“You’re right.” He leaned close to the window and pushed the curtain aside. “I still could creep up on them.”

			Daria rolled her eyes. She raised up just enough to peer out of the broken window and not expose Emma. “There are two people over there, running through the woods. Did you see movement in those bushes? Not sure if it’s another shooter or an animal.”

			“Car doors slammed.” Jake pointed. “There, in the distance. Do you see that black car? I can’t figure out the make or model through all the foliage. Over there, a third shooter running to the car.”

			Tires squealed as the car sped away. Daria radioed the update.

			She leaned against the wall with Emma still hanging on and sucking on two of her fingers. Emma held her other hand out to Jake. He took her and held her against his chest.

			“Everything’s going to be okay. Uncle Jake won’t let anything happen to you.” He kissed the top of her head and smoothed her hair.

			Who knew this tough military man could be so gentle? Those biceps bulged, and Emma rested securely in his arms between his broad shoulders. The transformation in Jake’s demeanor warmed Daria’s heart.

			“What exactly did Amanda and your brother-in-law do for a living? Any idea who has a vendetta against you?”

			“No clue.” Jake paced, holding a sleepy baby. “Tom was an attorney in Los Angeles. He transferred to Kimbleton and set up a virtual office so Amanda could be closer to Dad and Mom after they retired and moved back. Amanda worked at the Crow’s Ridge Bank across the county line for a couple of years. She advanced from teller to auditor in a short time.”

			“Do you think the threats came from someone at work?” Daria made notes on her iPad.

			“Last time we talked, she didn’t mention the bank. Said she was looking for a more reputable job. I couldn’t help but question her word choice. Reputable. Wouldn’t her position at the bank meet that criterion?” He placed the sleeping Emma on the couch and put pillows around her.

			“One would think so.” Daria followed him and gazed down at Emma’s innocence. Who would want to hurt either of them? He hadn’t been in town long, and someone was already gunning for him.

			Her eyes shifted to Jake. “I’m here to help. I’ll do what I can to find out what happened to Amanda and Tom, and who is behind these shootings. I’ll locate your sister’s file and figure out where the investigation trail stopped.”

			“You’re not doing this alone. These people don’t care who they eliminate as long as they get what they want.” He stepped back over to the window and looked out. “The cops are here.” He looked back at Daria. “More cops are here.”

			“My coworkers can help figure this out.” She approached the front door and opened it at their knock, then introduced everyone. “Cramer, McDaniel, this is Jake Fisher, a friend from the past. The sleeping beauty on the couch is Emma, Jake’s niece.” She explained the situation.

			“She’s eighteen months old and shouldn’t be in the middle of this mess.” Jake shook hands with them. “Any idea if the shooters were caught?”

			“Officers are involved in a chase as we speak. We will keep you updated. Anyone hurt?” Cramer made notes on a little spiral notepad he pulled from his shirt pocket.

			“The shattering glass and loud shooting frightened Emma, but there are no injuries. Jake calmed Emma’s cries, and she finally drifted off to sleep.”

			The officers walked around in the living room inspecting the damage. They paused in front of Emma. McDaniel tightened his jaw, while Cramer pressed his lips together. After working with them for several years, Daria recognized the anger stirring inside them over a baby being amid the danger or possibly being a target. An even more unreasonable thought.

			“Did you see the shooter?” Cramer walked over to the broken window. “How many were there?”

			“Best we could—”

			“Three,” Jake interrupted and squared his shoulders. “They had a black car waiting on the road over there.” He pointed.

			Heat rose in Daria’s cheeks. He’d cut her off while she was giving the report to her coworkers. Control your temper. Breathe.

			“The forest was too thick to get a description of the shooters.” Daria stared at Jake. Was she being unreasonable, or was he being disrespectful? She’d let it go this time.

			“They did a number on the windows and walls,” McDaniel said. “This is now a crime scene.” He turned and faced Daria. “They will have to stay somewhere else for a few days.”

			“This is my property and we’re not leaving. I’ll board up the windows and clean up the glass. Emma needs to be in her familiar surroundings. I’ve got this covered.” Jake pushed his shoulders back with his legs slightly apart and his hands behind his back like the military “at ease” stance.

			Daria noted his body language and his readiness to argue. “Jake, you should know a crime scene is off-limits to everyone except authorized personnel. I understand your position and your ability to face these shooters, but the thing you must consider is Emma’s safety and her vulnerability for emotional trauma should anything else happen. You have a baby to consider now.”

			The hardness in his face relaxed. “I guess you’re right. My thinking is still in military mode. This was my sister’s house, and I don’t want any more destruction to happen to it.”

			“After you replenish Emma’s diaper bag, I’ll take it with me to the car while you get a few necessities, then we’ll go to the station. Maybe we can figure things out from there.” Daria pointed to Jake. “I’ll pull my squad car close to the garage door in case someone’s still lurking.”

			“We will set up the crime scene tape,” McDaniel said. “Two squad cars will escort you to the station.”

			“Perfect. Thanks.” Daria turned to Jake. “Grab some more diapers, changes of clothes and a couple of blankets. Be sure to bring some snacks and whatever else she needs.”

			Good thing she’d had experience babysitting. She dreamed of having a family of her own one day and becoming a stay-at-home mom.

			She spun and ran into Jake. He grabbed her shoulders and kept her from falling. A tingling shot across her shoulders at his touch—a warm sensation she’d never experienced.

			“Are you okay?” Jake’s dark eyes bore into hers.

			His firm grip made her feel safe. Wasn’t that backward? She was the authority figure. She was supposed to keep him safe. Who was protecting whom here?

			“Yes. Did you get the food items and some things for yourself?” She pulled away from his hold and walked past him. “I’m going to the car. Don’t linger when you come out. I don’t want anyone’s crosshairs on you or Emma.”

			“Got it.” His expression grew solemn. “We’ll be waiting.”

			Daria grabbed the diaper bag. She spotted the tiny rubber bunny still on the ottoman beside Emma’s cup. She tossed them both into the bag. Cramer and McDaniel stepped inside.

			“Time to go,” McDaniel said.

			“I moved the baby’s car seat to your vehicle.” Cramer straightened his uniform shirt.

			“Thanks. I hadn’t thought about that. Grab those two backpacks for me. Jake doesn’t need to be bogged down with baggage getting in the car. He needs to focus on Emma.” Daria rushed out the front door to her car. She popped the trunk and her coworkers placed the rest of the baggage inside, then slammed it closed.

			She rolled forward and the car hobbled badly.
OEBPS/image/3_asts.png





OEBPS/image/5_asts.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Cover


						Introduction


						About the Author


						Title Page


						Bible Verse


						Dedication


						Contents


						Chapter One


						Chapter Two


						Chapter Three


						Chapter Four


						Chapter Five


						Chapter Six


						Chapter Seven


						Chapter Eight


						Chapter Nine


						Chapter Ten


						Chapter Eleven


						Chapter Twelve


						Chapter Thirteen


						Chapter Fourteen


						Chapter Fifteen


						Chapter Sixteen


						Epilogue


						Excerpt from Vigilante Justice by Jacquelin Thomas


						Copyright


			


		
		
                    Landmarks


                                                             
                        		Cover


                        		Title Page


                        		Table of Contents


                        		Chapter One

                                                                                      
                                                                                                                       
                    


        
	

OEBPS/image/LI_2020.png
Y
LOVE INSPIRED

INSPIRATIONAL ROMANCE





OEBPS/image/9780369735454.jpg
-
LOVE INSPIRED

INSPIRATIONAL ROMANGE






