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      One of the most common questions I get about the Trident Security series and its multiple spinoff series is “What is the best reading order?”

      

      Well, I’ve updated the boxed sets for the original series and added the books in the spinoff series so my readers don’t have to go looking for the best reading order. Just get the boxed sets and you won’t have to worry about missing books or coming across spoilers.

      

      Enjoy!

      

      
        
        ◆Best reading order of the Trident Security series and its spinoff series

      

        

      
        TS - original series

        TSO - Trident Security Omega Team

        DoTC - Doms of The Covenant

        DMS - Deimos

        BHS - Blackhawk Security

        MKR - Master Key

      

        

      
        ★TS Book 1 - Leather & Lace (Devon & Kristen)

        ★TS Book 2 - His Angel (Ian & Angie)

        ★TS Book 3 - Waiting For Him (Boomer & Kat)

        ★TS Book 4 - Not Negotiable: A Novella (Parker & Shelby)

        ★TS Book 5 - Topping the Alpha (Jake & Nick)

        ★TS Book 6 - Watching From the Shadows (Marco & Harper)

        ★TS Book 7 - Whiskey Tribute: A Novella (Curt & Dana)

        ★TS Book 8 - Tickle His Fancy (Brody & Fancy)

        ★Jack Be Nimble: Heels, Rhymes, & Nursery Crimes (A multi-author series of standalones - Jordyn’s story before she meets T. Carter)

        ★No Way In Hell: Books 1 & 2 - A crossover between the Trident Security and Steel Corps series (by J.B. Havens)

        ★TS Book 9 - Absolving His Sins (Carter & Jordyn)

        ★DoTC Book 1 - Double Down & Dirty (Gray, Remi, & Abbie)

        ★TS Book 10 - Option Number Three (Mitch, Tyler & Tori)|

        ★TSO Prequel - Mountain of Evil

        ★TSO Book 1 - A Dead Man's Pulse (Logan & Dakota)

        ★TSBook 11 - Salvaging His Soul (Jase & Brie)

        ★DMS Book 1 - Handling Haven (Frisco & Haven)

        ★DoTC Book 2 - Entertaining Distraction (Mike & Charlotte)

        ★DMS Book 2 - Cheating the Devil (Brad & Avery)

        ★BHS Book 1 - Tuff Enough (Tuff & Concetta)

        ★Trident Security Field Manual

        ★TSO Book 2 - Forty Days & One Knight (Darius & Tahira)

        ★TS Book 12 - Torn in Half

        ★DoTC Book 3 - Knot a Chance (Stefan & Cassandra)

        ★BHS Book 2 - Blood Bound (Chase & Rylie)

        ★MKR Book 1 - Master Key Resort (A prequel)

      

        

      
        **The books of the Trident Security series and its spinoffs can be read as standalones, however, for optimum enjoyment they are best read in order.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The story within these pages is completely fictional but the concepts of BDSM are real. If you do choose to participate in the BDSM lifestyle, please research it carefully and take all precautions to protect yourself. Fiction is based on real life but real life is not based on fiction. Remember—Safe, Sane and Consensual!

      

        

      
        Any information regarding persons or places has been used with creative literary license so there may be discrepancies between fiction and reality. The Navy SEALs missions and personal qualities within have been created to enhance the story and, again, may be exaggerated and not coincide with reality.

      

        

      
        The author has full respect for the members of the United States military and the varied members of law enforcement and thanks them for their continuing service to making this country as safe and free as possible.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHO’S WHO AND THE HISTORY OF TRIDENT SECURITY AND THE COVENANT

          

        

      

    

    
      ***While not every character is in every book, these are the ones with the most mentions throughout the series. This guide will help keep readers straight about who’s who (through November 1, 2018)

      

      Trident Security (TS) is a private investigative and military agency, co-owned by Ian and Devon Sawyer. With governmental and civilian contracts, the company got its start when the brothers and a few of their teammates from SEAL Team Four retired to the private sector. The original six-man team is referred to as the Sexy Six-Pack, as they were dubbed by Kristen Sawyer, née Anders, or the Alpha Team. Those men and the youngest Sawyer brother, Nick Donovan, are now co-owners of the company. Trident has since expanded, and former members of the military and law enforcement have been added to the staff. The company is located on a guarded compound, which was a former import/export company cover for a drug trafficking operation in Tampa, Florida. Three warehouses on the property were converted into large apartments, the TS offices, gym, and bunkrooms. There is also an obstacle course, a Main Street shooting gallery, a helicopter pad, K9 kennels, a gutted, four-story building with moveable interior walls, and more features necessary for training and missions.

      In addition to the security business, there is a fourth warehouse that now houses an elite BDSM club, co-owned by Devon, Ian, and their cousin, Mitch Sawyer, who is the manager. A lot of time and money has gone into making The Covenant the most sought-after membership in the Tampa/St. Petersburg area and beyond. Members are thoroughly vetted before being granted access to the elegant club.

      There are currently over forty Doms who have been appointed Dungeon Masters (DMs), and they rotate two or three shifts each throughout the month. At least four DMs are on duty at all times at various posts in the pit, playrooms, and the new garden, with an additional one roaming around. Their job is to ensure the safety of all the submissives in the club. They step in if a sub uses their safeword and the Dom in the scene doesn’t hear or heed it, and make sure the equipment used in scenes isn’t harming the subs.

      The Covenant’s security team takes care of everything else that isn’t scene-related and provides safety for all members and are, essentially, the bouncers. With the recent addition of the garden, and more private, themed rooms, the owners have expanded their self-imposed limit of 350 members. The fire marshal had approved them for 500 when the warehouse-turned-kink club first opened, but the cousins had intentionally kept that number down to maintain their elite status. Now, with more room, they are increasing the membership to 500, still under the new maximum occupancy of 720.

      The apartments in the warehouse on the opposite end of the property from the club belong to Ian and Angie, Devon and Kristen, Jake and Nick, and Jenn. Between that building and the one that houses the gym there is a grassy backyard that Angie designed for her husband’s birthday, calling it Ian’s Oasis. It features an outdoor kitchen, a large-scale barbecue, a fire pit, a koi pond with a small waterfall, and several seating areas. A misting system keeps the area cool in the hot Florida summers. On the other side of the apartment building is a small cottage that was built for Kristen and Angie to work in, while also having room for their children to play and sleep.

      Between Trident Security and The Covenant there’s plenty of romance, suspense, and steamy encounters. Come meet the Sexy Six-Pack, their friends, family, and teammates.

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team) and Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        
          	
        Ian “Boss-man” Sawyer: Devon and Nick’s brother; retired Navy SEAL; co-owner of Trident Security and The Covenant; husband/Dom of Angelina.
      

      	
        Devon “Devil Dog” Sawyer: Ian and Nick’s brother; retired Navy SEAL; co-owner of Trident Security and The Covenant; husband/Dom of Kristen; father of John Devon “JD.”
      

      	
        Ben “Boomer” Michaelson: retired Navy SEAL; explosives and ordnance specialist; co-owner of Trident Security; husband/Dom of Katerina; son of Rick and Eileen.
      

      	
        Jake “Reverend” Donovan: retired Navy SEAL; temporarily assigned to run the West Coast team; sniper; co-owner of Trident Security; husband/Dom of Nick; brother of Mike; Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      	
        Brody “Egghead” Evans: retired Navy SEAL; computer specialist; co-owner of Trident Security; husband/Dom of Fancy.
      

      	
        Marco “Polo” DeAngelis: retired Navy SEAL; communications specialist and backup helicopter pilot; husband/Dom of Harper; father to Mara.
      

      	
        Nick “Junior” Donovan, née Sawyer: Ian and Devon’s younger brother; retired Navy SEAL; current operative and co-owner of Trident Security; husband/submissive of Jake Donovan.
      

      	
        Kristen “Ninja-girl” Sawyer, née Anders: NYT and USA Today Bestselling Author of romance/suspense novels; wife/submissive of Devon; mother of “JD.”
      

      	
        Angelina “Angie/Angel” Sawyer, née Beckett: graphic artist; wife/submissive of Ian.
      

      	
        Katerina “Kat” Michaelson, née Maier: dog trainer for law enforcement and private agencies; wife/submissive of Boomer.
      

      	
        Millicent “Harper” DeAngelis, née Williams: lawyer; wife/submissive of Marco; mother of Mara.
      

      	
        Francine “Fancy” Maguire, née Bayles-McGuire: baker and owner of Fancy’s Creations; wife/submissive of Brody.
      

      

      

      
        
        Extended Family, Friends, and Associates of the Sexy Six-Pack

      

      

      
        
          	
        Mitch Sawyer: Cousin of Ian, Devon, and Nick; co-owner/manager of The Covenant, Dom of Tyler and Tori.
      

      	
        T. Carter: US spy and assassin; works for covert US government agency Deimos; Dom of Jordyn.
      

      	
        Jordyn Alvarez: US spy and assassin; member of covert US government agency Deimos; submissive of Carter.
      

      	
        Tyler Ellis: Stockbroker; lifestyle switch; Dom of Tori; submissive of Mitch.
      

      	
        Tori Freyja: K9 trainer for veterans in need of assistance/service dogs; submissive of Mitch and Tyler.
      

      	
        Parker Christiansen: owner of New Horizons Construction; husband/Dom of Shelby; adoptive father of Franco and Victor.
      

      	
        Shelby Christiansen, née Whitman: stay-at-home mom; two-time cancer survivor; wife/submissive of Parker; adoptive mother of Franco and Victor.
      

      	
        Curt “Elmer” Bannerman: retired Navy SEAL; owner of Halo Customs, a motorcycle repair and detail shop; husband of Dana; father of Erica (born three years after their story); stepfather of Ryan, Taylor, Justin, and Amanda. Lives in Iowa.
      

      	
        Dana Prichard-Bannerman: teacher; widow of retired SEAL Eric Prichard; wife of Curt; mother of Ryan, Taylor, Justin, Amanda, and Erica. Lives in Iowa.
      

      	
        Jenn “Baby-girl” Mullins: college student; goddaughter of Ian; “niece” of Devon, Brody, Jake, Boomer, and Marco; father was a Navy SEAL; parents murdered. Student at University of Tampa.
      

      	
        Mike Donovan: owner of the Irish pub, Donovan’s; brother of Jake, submissive/significant other of Charlotte.
      

      	
        Charlotte “Mistress China” Roth: Parole officer; Domme/significant other of Mike; Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      	
        Travis “Tiny” Daultry: former professional football player; head of security at The Covenant and Trident compound; occasional bodyguard for TS.
      

      	
        Doug “Bullseye” Henderson: retired Marine; head of the Personal Protection Division of TS.
      

      	
        Rick and Eileen Michaelson: Boomer’s parents; guardians of Alyssa. Rick is a retired Navy SEAL.
      

      	
        Charles “Chuck” and Marie Sawyer: Ian, Devon, and Nick’s parents. Charles is a self-made real estate billionaire. Marie is a plastic surgeon involved with Project Smile. Third son, John, died at seventeen of alcohol poisoning.
      

      	
        Dr. Roxanne and Kayla London: pediatrician and social worker, respectively. Domme and submissive, respectively. Mistress Roxy is a Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      	
        Grayson and Remington Mann: fraternal twins; owners of Black Diamond Records; Doms/fiancés of Abigail; members of The Covenant.
      

      	
        Abigail “Abby” Turner: personal assistant at Black Diamond Records; submissive/fiancée of Gray and Remi.
      

      	
        Chase Dixon: retired Marine Raider; owner of Blackhawk Security; associate of TS.
      

      	
        Reggie Helm: lawyer for TS and The Covenant; Dom/husband of Colleen.
      

      	
        Alyssa Wagner: teenager saved by Jake from an abusive father; lives with Rick and Eileen.
      

      	
        Carl Talbot: college professor; Dom and Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      

      

      
        
        The Omega Team and Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        
          	
        Cain “Shades” Foster: retired Secret Service agent.
      

      	
        Tristan “Duracell” McCabe: retired Army Special Forces.
      

      	
        Logan “Cowboy” Reese: retired Marine Special Forces; former prisoner of war; boyfriend/Dom of Dakota.
      

      	
        Valentino “Romeo” Mancini: retired Army Special Forces; former FBI Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) member.
      

      	
        Darius “Batman” Knight: retired Navy SEAL.
      

      	
        Kip “Skipper” Morrison: retired Army; former LAPD SWAT sniper.
      

      	
        Lindsey “Costello” Abbott: retired Marine; sniper.
      

      	
        Dakota Swift: Tampa PD undercover police officer; submissive/girlfriend of Logan.
      

      

      

      
        
        Trident Support Staff

      

      

      
        
          	
        Colleen McKinley Helm: office manager of TS; wife/submissive of Reggie.
      

      	
        Tempest “Babs” Van Buren: retired Air Force helicopter pilot; TS mechanic.
      

      	
        Russell Adams: retired Navy; assistant TS mechanic.
      

      	
        Nathan Cook: former computer specialist with the National Security Agency (NSA).
      

      

      

      
        
        Members of Law Enforcement

      

      

      
        
          	
        Larry Keon: Assistant Director of the FBI.
      

      	
        Frank Stonewall: Special Agent in Charge of the Tampa FBI.
      

      	
        Calvin Watts: Leader of the FBI HRT in Tampa.
      

      	
        Colt Parrish: Major Case Specialist, Behavioral Analysis Unit.
      

      

      

      
        
        The K9s of Trident

      

      

      
        
          	
        Beau: An orphaned Lab/Pit mix, rescued by Ian. Now a trained K9 who has more than earned his spot on the Alpha Team. Has been assigned to now watch over Kristen, Angie, JD, and any other children that join the family.
      

      	
        Spanky: A rescued Bullmastiff, with a heart of gold, owned by Parker and Shelby.
      

      	
        Jagger: A rescued Rottweiler trained as an assistance/service animal for Russell.
      

      	
        FUBAR: A Belgian Malinois who failed aggressive guard dog training. Adopted by Babs.
      

      	
        BDSM: Bravo, Delta, Sierra, and Mike, two Belgian Malinoises and two German shepherds, the new guard dogs at the Trident compound that Ian named using the military communication’s alphabet.
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      Jason “Tuff” Tanner followed five operatives from Trident Security and his boss, Chase Dixon, as they descended the steps of the private jet to the tarmac of the small Albert Whitted Airport, in St. Petersburg, Florida. They were returning from St. Lucia where they’d been helping Ian Sawyer and another TS operative rescue their women and several others from a white-slavery syndicate. One of these days, Tuff was going to have to take a vacation down in the Caribbean. So far, the only times in his life he’d been to any of the islands had been work related, so he’d never had a chance to do anything fun. Well, what other people would call fun. People who didn’t get an adrenaline rush from their job or who weren’t retired from any of the elite special-ops teams in the military like Tuff and the men he was currently with were. He’d done twelve years in the Army, with six of them in the 7th Special Forces Group, which was headquartered at Eglin Air Force Base in the Florida Panhandle. He lived for the missions that required him to use his training, instincts, prowess, and intelligence.

      When they reached the parking lot, Tuff and Chase, the owner of Blackhawk security, said goodbye to Marco DeAngelis, Logan Reese, Kip Morrison, Jake Donovan, and Nick Sawyer, Ian’s youngest brother. Tuff then turned to his boss. “Anything on the agenda tomorrow?”

      Forty-two-year-old Chase Dixon was a retired Marine Raider. After leaving his military career behind, he’d started up the private security company. Using his connections, experience, and business sense, he’d built Blackhawk into a thriving enterprise. His reputation was held in high regard throughout the United States and even beyond its borders. The good guys admired him, and the bad guys feared him.

      Tuff had been working for Chase long enough to no longer be surprised when the man managed to come up with resources no one else seemed to be able to. Personnel, weapons, technology, transportation, etc.—whatever his associates and clients needed, Chase was able to provide. He’d made a fortune in government and private contracts and had dozens of operatives working for him, but there were still times the boss insisted on being on the front lines. Case in point, this last op. When he’d gotten the call for help from Ian, whom he considered a good friend, Chase had grabbed the first person he’d seen at the Blackhawk offices—Tuff, who’d been filling out a report on his latest case—and they’d hightailed it down to St. Lucia.

      Now that the mission was over, the women were safe, a few perverted dirtbags were dead, and a chink in the sex-slave ring had been made. Unfortunately, there were more out there. But men like Tuff, Chase, the Sawyer brothers, and all their teammates would continue chipping away at organizations who preyed on the innocent until their dying day.

      Chase ran a hand through his graying, short hair. “Nope. You’ve earned a few days off. You’ve been going nonstop for the past three months. Rest up. Find a soft, willing woman and have some wild, monkey sex. I don’t want to see you at the office until next Monday’s morning debriefing. Understood?”

      “My momma didn’t raise no fool. Monday it is. Thanks, Boss.”

      Without another word, Chase slapped Tuff on the shoulder and headed across the lot to his own vehicle. After tossing his duffel bag full of clothes, weapons, and gear into the narrow back seat of his F-150 pickup, Tuff climbed in behind the steering wheel. Starting it up, he cranked the AC up and lowered the windows to let out some of the stifling, hot air until it could be replaced. He wanted nothing more than to get home and into a refreshing shower, before having a quick dinner and then sleeping for the next twenty-four hours.

      Within twenty minutes, he’d navigated the last of the rush-hour traffic and pulled into his half of the driveway, next to a navy SUV, in front of the South Tampa duplex he lived in. Cutting off the engine, he climbed out of the truck and glanced around as he stretched out a few kinks that’d settled into his neck and back. It was a quiet neighborhood, just as he liked it. While he loved the excitement of his job, when he was home he craved tranquility. There were a few kids living on the cul-de-sac, but it was rare for them, or anyone else, to create a disturbance loud enough to bother him. Most kept their activities to their backyards, which reduced the chances of Tuff hearing them if he was trying to sleep during the day after an overnight or long mission.

      He eyed the SUV. It belonged to his new next-door neighbor who’d moved in a few weeks ago. Due to his nonstop schedule over the past three months, Tuff had only met the woman a few times, and mostly in passing. All he knew about the pretty thirty-something was her name was Concetta Suarez, but everyone called her “Chet,” and she had curves that could knock a guy’s eyes out of their sockets. She stood about five-foot-three, seven inches shorter than his own height. Her Hispanic heritage shined through her beautiful caramel-toned skin, shiny black hair, and mink-colored eyes. She was a walking hard-on, coming and going, and if she hadn’t lived right next door, Tuff definitely would have hit on her. But he knew better than to piss in his own sandbox.

      Tuff wasn’t a long-term relationship kind of guy. Even though he’d never lied about that to any woman he’d dated, or even had a one-night-stand with, many of them had thought they could change him. When they couldn’t, things usually hadn’t ended well. If the sexy, little bomboncita next door turned out to be that type of woman, it would be hell living next to her if things went south. More than once, one of his ex-girlfriends or brief flings had shown up at his house, screaming like a banshee after he’d broken up with them. Twice, someone had needed to call the cops to restore quiet to the neighborhood. He could only imagine what would happen with a woman who lived in a home attached to his own. No thanks. He didn’t want to have to give up the place he’d lived in for the past few years, nor did he want to get a restraining order against a neighbor. It was best to keep his hands to himself and his dick in his pants when it came to Chet.

      After grabbing his duffel, Tuff climbed the few stairs to the shared front porch. As his gaze dropped to the keys in his hand, looking for the right one, the door to Chet’s unit swung open. Without warning, a huge, muscular, tan pit bull lunged at Tuff, growling and barking. With quick reflexes, honed over years of training and missions, Tuff dropped his duffel, vaulted over the banister, and landed on the balls of his feet in a flower bed, crushing several blooms.

      “Meat! No! Stop! Easy, Meat!”

      He was happy to see Chet had the beast on a leash but was worried she wouldn’t be able to control “Meat” for long. The dog’s muscles strained as he tried to go after his quarry, and the woman holding him was clearly doing her best to prevent that from happening. Tuff readied himself to dive onto the hood of his truck. The last thing he wanted to do was draw the 9mm stuck in his back waistband and shoot the dog if it attacked, but he knew it might come down to that. Those snapping jaws could do irreparable damage to a person, even someone Tuff’s size. It would destroy him if he had to put the dog down, though. He had a soft spot when it came to furry animals.

      With the leather leash wrapped around her forearms, Chet lowered her voice to a soothing tone and maneuvered herself between the dog and his target. “Easy, boy. It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt you. Easy.”

      Tuff prayed the woman knew what she was doing as the dog kept trying to see around her to the man he wanted to rip apart. Meat’s massive chest heaved as he panted and growled, while drool rolled down his jowls.

      “Eh!” The sharp sound of Chet’s voice grabbed the dog’s attention, and when he looked up at her, she continued in her calming voice, “Good boy. That’s a good boy.”

      She waved her hand in front of the canine’s nose. It took a moment, but the scent of whatever she was holding seemed to register and catch his interest.

      “Meat, sit.” She tugged on the leash once while making some sort of hand signal, and, thank God, the damn thing finally obeyed, sitting on its haunches, no longer interested in tearing into Tuff’s hide—at least for the moment. After the silence remained for a count of three, she rewarded the dog with the food in her hand. Slobbering all over the porch, the dog barely chewed before swallowing.

      Petting the pit’s massive head, Chet murmured a few times before turning to look at Tuff, apologetically. “I’m so sorry about that. I didn’t know you were out here. Meat’s had a tough life so far, and he’s very wary of men.”

      Tuff relaxed a little and snorted. “If that’s wary, I’d hate to see when he gets hostile.”

      Still stroking the dog, Chet frowned. “That’s what happens to pit bulls when they’re raised from puppies to be fight dogs.”

      “Fight dog? Is he from the raid I heard about last week?” He remembered her telling him she was an animal control officer for Hillsborough County, which included the city of Tampa, and volunteered with rescue groups.

      “Yeah. He and fourteen others. They were found caged in a warehouse in deplorable conditions. Two had been so badly injured they had to be euthanized.” She clearly wasn’t happy about that, and Tuff didn’t blame her.

      Studying the dog, now that Meat wasn’t trying to kill him, Tuff could see the multiple scars that covered his face and body. His velvet-covered ears had been cropped, and there was a cleft on the side of his upper lip from a tear that’d healed without stitches. Despite the damage, he was a beautiful dog, and Tuff wished he could spend five minutes alone with the bastards who’d used Meat and the other dogs for sport. No animal should be abused in any way, shape, or form.

      “Sorry to hear that. So, he’s staying with you?” Renters were allowed pets as long as there weren’t any complaints from the neighbors about them.

      “I’m fostering him for now. We bonded at the shelter. Once he was out of quarantine, I decided to bring him home to show him what it was like to be pampered. He’d never seen the inside of a house or had his own soft bed before. I’m hoping to retrain him so he can find a forever home.”

      Tuff’s gaze dropped to Meat, who’d finally laid down on the concrete, still panting, then returned to Chet’s face. “That’ll probably take a while.”

      Her chin lifted. “I think he’s worth it.”

      “I didn’t think he wasn’t.” He scratched his temple. Tuff loved all animals, but dogs especially. He’d had a few while growing up, and there had been some in his Army unit. When they weren’t working, he and his buddies had enjoyed playing fetch with the MWDs, or just sitting there, petting them. “Can I help?”

      Chet’s head tilted to the side. “How?”

      “You can use me to get him to understand not all men want to harm him. Think if I lay down on the grass, you can let him sniff me? I’ll stay perfectly still. Then you can reward him when he doesn’t sink his teeth into me.”

      “Um . . . yeah, if you don’t mind. I’ll walk him around you, but not too close.”

      “Great.” Tuff headed for the middle of the lawn in front of Chet’s side of the house, wondering if he’d just signed himself up to be the dog’s next meal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Chet watched as her tattooed neighbor laid down in the grass next to the driveway. When she’d met Jason Tanner a few weeks ago, she’d immediately had some stereotypical wariness about the man. His thick muscles were the first thing she’d noticed about him, followed by the colorful tattoos that covered his arms and peeked out from the V-necked shirt he’d been wearing at the time. She’d been worried she’d moved in next door to some biker dude with a rap sheet as long as her arm. His friendly smile and twinkling blue eyes, which were currently covered by his sunglasses, had helped her relax a little as he’d politely introduced himself and welcomed her to the neighborhood. After a few minutes of back-and-forth, new-acquaintance conversation between them, she’d felt more of her concern ebb. He’d mentioned he’d been in the military and now worked as a bodyguard and private investigator. When she’d stated she was an animal control officer with the county, he’d asked if she knew Kat Michaelson, which she did. Kat was a local K9 trainer for the state police and Tampa P.D. She also trained dogs for private security. Apparently, Jason’s employer was one of those companies who’d contracted Kat and her growing staff.

      That first day had been the only time Chet had engaged in a conversation with Jason that’d lasted more than a minute, since usually one of them was coming home as the other was leaving when they ran into each other. From what she’d learned from her other neighbors, Jason was well liked, didn’t cause any problems on the street, and occasionally played basketball with the kids on the block. He was also quick to offer his help to anyone who needed it, when he was home. His job took him out of town a lot. One of the men on the block was a St. Petersburg police officer and another was a Tampa fireman. They kept an eye on Jason’s house for him whenever he was away on an assignment for a few days. Chet liked how her new neighbors looked out for each other. It made her feel better about her hasty decision to rent her half of the duplex.

      Pushing the thoughts of why she’d needed to find a new place to live from her mind, she gave Meat’s leash a firm tug. “Stehen.” The German command for stand was pronounced sch-stay-en. Since the bastards involved in the fight club had used English and some Spanish commands, she was looking to break Meat’s habit of responding to them. Earlier, she’d been so startled when she’d opened her door to see Jason and the pittie had lunged for him, that she’d spoken English to the dog. But now that she was in training mode, Chet switched back to German, which was often used for training protection canines. It wasn’t a common language in the US, so it was less likely a criminal, or anyone else, would know the proper commands to get a dog to do what they wanted.

      The big meatball looked up at her, his tongue lolling from the side of his mouth. His name definitely fit him. She waited a moment, then repeated her command. “Meat, stehen.”

      This time he pushed himself up and stood next to her leg. He was a work-in-progress and would be for a while, but he was slowly learning that he was rewarded when he obeyed her. Chet patted his ribs. “Braver Hund.” Good dog.

      Making sure she had a firm grip on the leash, she ordered Meat to heel and walk beside her as she gave the leash another tug. “Fuss.”

      They descended the stairs, and Chet stopped a few feet onto the grass and ordered the dog to sit. Again, when Meat hesitated, she waited a moment then used one of his treats to entice him into obeying.

      There were about seven feet between them and Jason, who was lying face down, his hands under his chin. His T-shirt and cargo pants hugged his torso and ass, making her mouth water. He was a fine-looking specimen of the male gender. While he looked very relaxed, she didn’t doubt he could move quickly if needed to avoid getting bit—not that Chet would let Meat get that close to him. At least, not today. Keeping a safe distance, she slowly walked Meat around the prone man, who stayed perfectly still. The canine’s nose was sniffing a mile a minute. Each time, after they’d circled around to Jason’s feet, Chet had Meat sit, then praised him and gave him a small piece of the beef jerky he loved. She then moved a little closer to Jason and repeated the process. After giving Meat his reward following the third rotation, Chet had him heel then follow to her car. “You can get up now, but not too quickly.”

      Slowly, Jason got to his feet. “That went well.”

      “It did. Thank you so much, but it’s going to take a lot more time before he doesn’t feel threatened by you.” It also didn’t mean Meat would be relaxed around any man other than Jason, but maybe in time the dog would be okay with having a male in his forever home.

      “That’s okay. I’m off work until Monday, and I’ll just be catching up on a few things around the house, so if you want to do that a couple of times a day, just knock. Hopefully, he’ll start feeling comfortable around me and won’t feel the need to try to take a chunk out of my ass every time he sees me.”

      Chet chuckled. It would be a major loss to all women if Jason Tanner had a chunk missing from that fine ass. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He gestured toward the house. “Let me hit the shower and grab something to eat. It’s been a long day.”

      “Sure. Thanks again.”

      He nodded, then, keeping a good distance between himself and Meat, he ambled toward the stairs. Chet’s gaze was pinned on him from his waist down. When he reached the porch, he snatched his duffel bag from where he’d dropped it earlier, then turned around and waved at her. His amused grin told her he’d caught her staring at his ass. Heat bloomed across her cheeks as she yanked on the driver’s door handle to find she hadn’t unlocked it yet. By the time she pulled the keys out from the pocket of her jeans, then unlocked and opened the door, Jason had disappeared into his half of the duplex.

      Chet sighed as she eyed the dog at her feet. “I’ve sworn off males of the human species, Meat. And even if I hadn’t, getting involved with a guy I live next door to is never a good idea, so it’s just you and me. Okay?”

      As if he’d understood her every word, the canine let loose a hearty “woof.”
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      For the third time that week, Tuff awoke to an erotic dream featuring his next-door neighbor, his hand around his aching cock, and her name on his lips. Damn, she was making it hard to keep things platonic between them. Not that she’d indicated she was interested in him. Nope, she’d kept things friendly. And she’d kept her distance. Well, that probably had to do with Meat. Twice a day, Tuff had met the canine and handler in the backyard—Chet hadn’t wanted any distractions like one of the neighborhood kids riding by on a bike or a delivery truck pulling in.

      Meat had relaxed enough over the past six days to sniff Tuff up close and personal. Chet had set little treats along his shoulders, back, and legs. At first, the dog was hesitant, but Tuff stayed perfectly still as each little morsel was eaten. Slowly, he was earning the dog’s trust.

      Since Tuff had to report back to work today, they wouldn’t have a chance to do the routine until later in the day. While he loved his downtime, six days was too long for him not to be doing anything exciting. But it had given him plenty of time to get stuff done around the house. Even though he rented—his cousin owned the duplex—Tuff did a lot of the maintenance and upkeep for both units. He’d told his cousin he’d only move in if his rent covered half the mortgage, taxes, and all the utilities for his side. Money was tight for Taylor and his family right now, and if the two rentals didn’t at least break even, he’d have to sell the property he’d inherited from his maternal grandmother. That was why Tuff fixed whatever he could around the place.

      Flinging the sheets off his nude body, Tuff stood and strode to the bathroom. He was due at the Blackhawk offices at 8:00 a.m., which gave him an hour to shower, stop for coffee and an egg-white sandwich, and get to the building that housed the security business in St. Petersburg. After talking to one of his teammates last night, he didn’t expect anything big to be on the agenda this week. But that was always subject to change in the blink of an eye. Like Trident Security, Blackhawk had several government contracts, and the operatives never knew when they’d get a call to go wheels up to another part the world, usually with less than an hour’s notice. Especially since they contracted out to other companies like Trident. Tuff liked working with those guys. They were a fun bunch, even though the original six had all been Navy SEALs. While their new Omega team was an eclectic mix of people coming from different military branches or law enforcement, the Alpha team still liked to sling shit about SEALs being the best of the best. Three-on-three basketball games at their compound tended to result in plenty of bruises and a few drops of blood being spilled, but it was all in the name of a healthy, friendly rivalry. The operatives of Trident knew those from Blackhawk had their backs when shit got real and vice versa. Tuff trusted the Sawyers and their teams as much as he trusted his own teammates and boss.

      Fifty minutes later, a little bummed he hadn’t seen Chet when he’d left the house, Tuff entered the five-story building that housed the headquarters for BHS. While the “h” was lowercase and in the middle of the word Blackhawk, having BS for the company’s initials wouldn’t exactly instill confidence in new clients, so the uppercase “H” had been added to the logo.

      After passing through security, while bypassing the metal detectors for those who weren’t authorized to carry, Tuff headed to the elevators and rode one to the fourth floor with several other operatives, all going to the same morning briefing. He followed the small crowd into a huge room that looked like a movie theater. The sloped floor and rows of comfortable, plush seats accommodated up to fifty operatives and allowed a good view of the front of the room. Each seat had a folding tabletop tucked under an armrest, like airline trays, that could be pulled out and used to lean on while taking notes. Taking a seat in the middle, Tuff set his coffee in a cup holder attached to the end of the armrest.

      At the front of the room was a 120-foot screen separated into sections to accommodate twenty different video feeds. At the moment only six of them were showing images from current ops in progress. Directly under the screen was a computer setup worthy of NASA—and that wasn’t even the main system. That monstrosity was located on the third floor. Sitting in front of the computer was a blonde-haired woman named Bianca Gordon—hacker extraordinaire. Nicknamed Gordo, she gave Brody “Egghead” Evans over at Trident a run for his money sometimes. It wasn’t unheard of for the two geeks to challenge each other in hacking competitions. Tuff wasn’t sure what they hacked into and had no desire to know. Plausible deniability was always a good thing to have in some situations and that was one of them.

      Blane “Boots” Nelson plopped down in the seat next to Tuff, yawning as he did so. Tuff glanced at the other operative he’d been partnered with numerous times. His eyes were red, and it was obvious he was having a hard time keeping them open. Tuff let out a snort. “Jesus, dude, you look like crap. When was the last time you slept?”

      Checking his military-style wristwatch, Blane responded, “Six weeks, five days, and fourteen hours ago—give or take an hour.”

      Tuff laughed. Almost seven weeks ago, his buddy’s wife had given birth to their second child, Jonah—otherwise known as Satan’s spawn because the kid was colicky and still wasn’t sleeping during the night.

      Before either could say anything more, a loud rapping of knuckles against wood came from the front of the room. Chase was standing behind the room’s podium. “All right. Let’s get to work. Jester, where are you and Minx on the Piedmont case?”

      “Up a fucking creek without a paddle.” Jerry “Jester” Beekman was sitting four rows ahead of Tuff, yet the man’s booming voice easily carried to those behind him. His partner, Lucy “Minx” Ward, sat next to him.

      “That’s not what I want to hear.”

      “That’s not what I want to report, either, but there it is.” A few chuckles filled the room at the sarcasm in his voice. The bear of a man rattled off all the things that had gone wrong so far on the case they’d been assigned. Two months ago, a local businessman had been shot and killed, and after the police had failed to come up with any leads, the man’s brother hired Blackhawk to look into the homicide.

      “So we suspect the killer has ties to Tampa P.D.?” Chase asked, while frowning. The man hated when the supposed good guys turned out to be the bad guys.

      “Starting to look that way—just not sure to what extent—could be a friend or relative of an OTJ . . .” That was law-enforcement speak for someone on-the-job. “. . . but whoever it is covered their tracks. We have a lead that came in late last night that we’re going to follow up on, but if it doesn’t pan out, I’m not sure where the hell to go from here.” He glanced at his partner for confirmation, and she nodded.

      “All right. Keep me posted. If you hit another brick wall, come back here, and Irv and I will do a debrief with both of you. Maybe something will pop up that was overlooked.”

      Lance Irving had been Chase’s righthand man for several years now, and often took part in the bull sessions that were needed for the more difficult or intricate cases. Some people might be insulted if their boss indicated they might’ve missed something, but unless it was stupidly obvious, Chase never called his operatives out on it. He always said that sometimes it just took a fresh set of eyes to look things over. No one was perfect—even him. That attitude had earned him the respect of every person who’d ever worked for him.

      As the meeting dragged on, one by one the individual operatives or teams gave updates on their current cases, if they were on one, and then Chase began to dole out new assignments. Tuff straightened in his seat when he heard his name called. “Tuff, Boots, Corndog, and Sherlock, the Dali Museum has a loaned exhibit flying in. We’ll be providing extra security during the transport from the airport to the museum tonight. Sherlock, you’ve got the lead on that. I requested the same museum personnel as last time to be involved, since everything went like clockwork. The curator, Sherrie Kirk, is your contact again.”

      Tuff’s phone vibrated with an incoming text. He didn’t bother to look at it since he knew Gordo had just sent him and the three others all the details about the assignment. After the briefing ended, the foursome would meet and go over everything together. It was an easy gig, one they’d done numerous times for local museums or businesses, but that didn’t mean they could be lax about it. The one time that happened was the one time everything would go FUBAR. While art heists weren’t very common in the Tampa/St. Petersburg area, they could be lucrative for thieves. In some circles, works by Salvador Dali were the holy grail. A heist would have to involve a lot of planning, so the security team needed to be able to thwart those plans with some of their own.

      Ten minutes later, the briefing ended, and everyone filed out of the room, ready to work on their assignments. Tuff and his teammates spent the next hour and a half in one of the conference rooms, plotting the route they’d take from the airport to the museum, among other details. They never took the same route twice, and each one was subject to change at the drop of a hat if something didn’t feel right. Once they’d nailed down each component of the assignment, Tuff headed to the second floor and zig-zagged through the maze of cubicles belonging to Blackhawk’s operatives, before arriving at his own and taking a seat. While his computer booted up, he sifted through the stack of mail that’d been left on his desk, tossing out anything that was junk. Next, he tackled his email, filtering out what he needed and deleting the rest. Finally, he got down to the reports he had to finish writing and a few things he wanted to research online.

      Arching his back to loosen the kinks that seemed to appear more often as of late, he was surprised to see it was just past 1:00 p.m. No wonder his stomach was growling. Standing, he pushed the chair under the desk and grabbed his keys and phone. On his way out to find some lunch, a thought occurred to him. Maybe he’d stop in the butcher shop next to the pizzeria across the street and pick up a few bones for Meat. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach—maybe it was true for male canines too.
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      Just after 1:00 a.m., Tuff turned into his cul-de-sac, looking forward to climbing into bed. The transport gig had taken longer than usual because the plane had been late. A strong storm system over LaGuardia airport in New York had resulted in numerous flights being delayed. Tuff doubted anybody on the commercial flight had known that millions of dollars in art had been safely stowed in the cargo hold of their 757. Curator Sherrie Kirk and her assistant had overseen the crates being transferred from the plane to a large truck by vetted employees of the airport and a moving company the museum had on contract. When the caravan arrived at its destination, there were museum employees waiting to help unload and catalog each crate. All this had been done under the watchful eyes of the heavily armed Blackhawk team and museum security guards. The route from the airport to the museum had been one of three that’d been planned out and selected at random moments before they left the tarmac. After everything had been locked in the museum’s huge walk-in vault, and the building’s alarm system had been reset, Tuff and the rest of the team had been able to head home.

      As he pulled into his shared driveway, next to Chet’s vehicle, the headlights on his truck illuminated her side of the duplex. Tuff immediately went into combat mode when he saw a dark figure dart around the corner of the house. Throwing his truck into park, he opened the driver’s door and leaped out, taking off after the unidentified person. The chain-link fence around the side of the house rattled as if someone had swung open the gate or vaulted over it. Tuff didn’t remember pulling his weapon from its holster at his hip, but muscle memory could do that. All he knew was the gun was in his hand, locked and loaded, safety off, and the heavy weight reassuring.

      After checking and making sure he wasn’t running into an ambush, Tuff rounded the corner and pushed open the metal gate. From inside Chet’s unit, Meat had started going ballistic, barking his head off. Hopefully, the dog wouldn’t crash though a window to go after whoever Tuff was chasing—or even Tuff for that matter. When he reached the backyard, Tuff saw the suspect jump over the rear fence, onto the property of the people who lived one street over, and keep going. The trained operative quickly closed the distance between himself and the fence and vaulted over it. The roar of an engine and screeching tires reached his ears, as he took off at a sprint again. When he ran out into the street, all he saw were the taillights of a dark-colored SUV, possibly a Cadillac Escalade, as it made a left turn onto the main street. There was far too little moonlight or streetlight and the distance too great for Tuff to see the license plate.

      “Shit!” His nostrils flared, and his heart raced as he stared at the entrance to the cul-de-sac. A few moments passed before he turned and headed back to the duplex the same way he’d come, through the neighbor’s yard and over the fence, holstering his weapon once again.

      At some point, the lights had been turned on outside Chet’s back and front doors, so Tuff knew she was awake, which was expected after the racket Meat had made. Now, though, the dog was silent.

      After striding around from the back of the house to the front, Tuff stopped short when he saw the driver’s side of Chet’s car. The word “bitch” had been spray painted in huge letters across both the front and rear doors, and he wondered who the hell she’d pissed off. An ex-boyfriend or her ex-husband, perhaps? He’d learned she was divorced during one of their conversations while working on getting Meat comfortable around him. While she’d hadn’t elaborated, Tuff had gotten the impression her marriage hadn’t ended well.

      Needing to know she was safe, Tuff climbed the stairs and knocked on Chet’s door.

      “Who is it?” Her response had been immediate as Meat started up again. “Ruhig, Meat.”

      “It’s Tuff,” he told her, loud enough for her to hear over the barking. “Open the door, Chet.”

      It took a few moments and a repeated command before the dog quieted again. “Hang on.”

      Tuff heard a thump, like something heavy hitting wood just inside the door, then the lock being flipped. The door swung open. Chet stood before him, with a leash in her hand attached to Meat’s collar. She held it close to the side of the dog’s neck, preventing any attempts at lunging forward. Beside her in the foyer was an entry table with a Ruger 9mm, compact enough to fit easily in the woman’s smaller hands, sitting on it. He was happy to see she had a way to protect herself, although, he doubted Meat would let any harm come to his mistress.

      Surprisingly, the big dog’s tail thumped against the tiled floor when he spotted Tuff, which reminded the man he had some beef bones in his refrigerator for the animal. But they’d have to wait. His eyes roamed over Chet’s body, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out she wasn’t wearing a bra under the thin nightshirt, which stopped right above her knees. Below that, her legs and feet were bare. It was difficult to do, but Tuff forced his gaze to her face. “Are you okay, Chet?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. But what the hell is going on?”

      “You tell me. I pulled up to see someone dressed in in black, running from your car. I chased after him, or her, but they got away. I get back here and see your car’s been spray painted.” When her eyes grew wide in disbelief, he cocked his head toward the stairs. “Come take a look.”

      “Someone spray painted my car?” Without putting anything on her feet, she stepped toward him, and Tuff moved aside to let her and Meat exit the house. She kept the big dog on the opposite side of her, away from Tuff, and then hurried down the stairs.

      When she caught sight of the damage, she cried out in dismay. “My car! Who—who the hell . . . why would someone do this?” Her gaze flitted to Tuff, who stood nearby with his arms crossed. “You didn’t get a good look at them?”

      “Nope. Black hoodie, black pants, black sneakers, about five feet ten, 160 pounds. I’ll check the security camera aimed at my door and the backyard—” He’d also add a few more cameras aimed at her door, windows, and the entire driveway by tomorrow evening. “—but I’m not optimistic about getting a better description than that. Any idea who you pissed off? An ex?”

      She stiffened for a moment, then shook her head. “No. There haven’t been any boyfriends for a while, and it’s not my ex-husband.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Unless you got the description wrong, he’s six three and over 200 pounds, so, yeah, I’m sure.”

      Tuff wasn’t convinced. “He could’ve hired someone to do this.”

      “Either way, it would violate the order of protection—he has to stay away from me, and, so far, he has.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why do you have an OP against him?”

      Chet took a deep breath and looked down at the dog sitting next to her. “It’s not important because it wasn’t him. Let me go call the police. Fuss, Meat.” This time the canine didn’t hesitate to follow the command to heel.

      Tuff ground his molars together but didn’t push Chet for more information than she was willing to give right now. Although they seemed to be getting along this past week, there was still a lot they didn’t know about each other. He didn’t want her to think he was being nosy. Besides, there were other ways he could find out about her ex-husband. For now, he’d wait for the police with her, so he could give his statement. Then, tomorrow, he’d start on a list of things he needed to do to ensure Chet’s safety. He’d be damned if anything happened to her on his watch.
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      “Thank you for coming, officers,” Chet said as she escorted the two uniformed men to her front door. “I appreciate it.”

      “No worries, ma’am,” the taller one responded. “We’ll take a few photos of your car before we leave. You can call your insurance company in the morning and give them the report number I gave you.” He’d given her his department business card with the information on it.

      “Thank you, I will. Have a good night.” She closed the door behind them, then walked back into her kitchen where Tuff was still drinking a cup of decaf coffee she’d made while waiting for the police. He was doing something on his laptop, which he’d brought over from his place so he could show the officers the video from his security system. While he’d been grabbing that, Chet had taken a few moments to run into her bedroom and change out of her thin nightshirt, replacing it with a sports bra, a T-shirt, and sweatpants.

      With the police gone, Chet was torn between wanting Tuff to leave or stay. For now, she went with the latter, especially since he’d done something really sweet. Meat was currently laying down just over the dining room threshold, gnawing on a huge bone Tuff had brought him before the police had arrived. Tuff had sat quietly on the kitchen floor, crossed his ankles, and held the tasty treat out to the dog. At first, Meat had hesitated, but it wasn’t long before the temptation had drawn him closer. Tuff’s gaze had been focused on his lap, so he didn’t appear to be challenging the canine. After a few moments of soft whining and dancing from side to side, Meat had stretched his neck out and gently taken the proffered bone. Then, surprising both humans, the dog had plopped down about a foot away from Tuff and enjoyed his treat. That was until the doorbell had sounded. Once Chet had the barking Meat under control again, Tuff had gotten to his feet and let the cops in. The dog then retreated under the dining room table, where Chet had followed and given him the bone once more. After realizing the uniformed men were remaining in the kitchen, Meat had finally relaxed and had even moved out from under the table.

      Picking up her own empty cup, Chet stepped over to the coffeepot and refilled it. Leaning against the counter and taking a sip of the dark brew, she studied her neighbor. Why did the man have to be so damn sexy? She would’ve settled for him just being a nice guy, but add in his muscular physique, gorgeous ink, and handsome face, Chet knew she was in trouble. She’d been having erotic dreams about him all week. Of course it didn’t help that it’d been over a year since she’d had sex. Billy-Bob, her vibrator, just wasn’t satisfying her enough lately. Maybe that was why she got all tingly whenever Tuff was around. Aside from some teasing and mild flirting, though, he hadn’t given her any indication he was interested in her other than as a friend and neighbor, and she wasn’t sure she wanted him to.

      “Are you okay?”

      His words penetrated Chet’s brain, and she realized she was staring at him. Pushing of the counter, she sat across the table from him. “I’m mad, nervous, and bewildered, all wrapped up in one tired package, but yeah, I’ll be okay. I just can’t figure out why I was targeted.”

      Tuff shrugged those sculpted shoulders of his, the black T-shirt he wore doing nothing to hide their contours. “Could be something as obscure as you cut someone off while driving or some guy with a secret crush who you inadvertently snubbed. Or . . . it could be someone you know all too well.” He crossed his arms on the table and leaned forward. His tone was gentle when he said, “Tell me about your ex-husband, Chet. Why do you have an OP against him? And don’t tell me it doesn’t matter because you don’t think it’s him. Security and protection are what I do, and I can’t help you if I don’t know everything.”

      When they’d arrived, the police officers had already known about the order of protection. Apparently, it popped up on their car computer because it was associated with her address. She hadn’t needed to go into detail about it, but she’d told them she didn’t think Roland would do something so petty. He preferred to use his fist, a fact she’d found out only two months after their wedding, following a six-month courtship. Chet had always said she would never be one of those women who’d stick around after a man had hit them, but she’d fallen into the trap she now knew all about. The one where he would apologize and treat her like gold for a while, until the next time he flew off the handle. While many women never managed to escape the cycle, Chet had decided after the third time Roland had hit her that there wouldn’t be a fourth. Thankfully, she had some friends who’d helped her move out one day while he’d been at work. The very next day, her husband had been served with divorce papers and the order of protection her lawyer had requested on her behalf. There’d been several times Roland had called her since then, despite the OP, trying to convince her to come back to him, but she’d refused to answer his calls, sending them straight to voicemail. The one and only time he’d come knocking, after finding out where she’d been living with a friend a few months ago, she’d met him at the door with one of her rescued pit bulls and her gun. When she didn’t back down, he finally realized she was serious and there was no way in hell she’d forgive and forget. He hadn’t contacted her since.

      Biting her upper lip, Chet hesitated. She was ashamed she’d stayed with her ex after the first time he’d hit her, but something about Tuff had her opening her mouth and spilling her guts. “I was married to Roland Stratford.”

      His eyes narrowed. “As in the mayor of St. Petersburg’s brother?”

      “Yup, that would be him.” She let out a heavy sigh. “Looking back, I knew we were rushing into things. I’m embarrassed to admit I got swept up in the wining and dining and the fancy parties. We’d only been dating a few months when he proposed, and, like a fool, I said yes.”

      Reaching across the table, Tuff laid his hand over hers. “The last thing I’d call you is a fool, Chet. People make mistakes all the time, it’s a part of life. We learn from them and move on. Did you love him?”

      She shrugged as her cheeks heated in shame. Why she was telling him all this, she didn’t know, but he really was easy to talk to. “I thought I did, but now I know I really didn’t. I had second thoughts that whole week leading up to the wedding, but I just thought all women have the jitters right before they get married. I’ve heard my friends and family say they’d had them, and their marriages all turned out well for the most part, so I just brushed it off and said, ‘I do.’”

      “What happened after that?”

      Her gaze was pinned on the table in front of her. She couldn’t say the words.

      “Did he hit you, Chet?”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she nodded.

      Tuff let out a muttered curse. Without letting go of her hand, he stood and came around to her side of the table. Once he was there, he put one arm behind her back and the other under her knees, then lifted. Startled, she squeaked and grabbed onto his broad shoulders, but all he did was take her seat and set her down on his lap. He wrapped his arms around her and snuggled her against his hard chest. As if sensing Chet needed him too, Meat padded into the kitchen and stopped about a foot in front of her and Tuff. He bowed his basketball-sized head and whined, clearly unsure about approaching them further. Instead of using the “come” command, Chet put her hand palm up and gestured with her fingers for him to come closer. After a few hesitant steps, he moved to her side, in front of Tuff’s knees, and settled his big head on her thigh. She ran her hand down his neck and back, reassuring him as much as he was comforting her. A few moments later, Tuff slowly brought his hand up and scratched the dog’s ears. It was a small miracle that Meat allowed it, but Chet was too busy crying to celebrate.

      There she sat, in Tuff’s lap, with Meat’s head in her own, letting them soothe her. She’d shed many tears the three times Roland had hit her, but since then, she’d tried to tell everyone and herself she wouldn’t cry over him anymore. Even now, it wasn’t about him. These tears were for her naivety back then—before and after the wedding. She should’ve turned him down when he’d proposed. She should’ve listened to her gut when it’d screamed at her to run the night before the wedding. She should’ve taken a baseball bat to his hands the first time he’d hit her and never given him the opportunity to do it again.
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      As he held Chet in his arms, Tuff mentally field stripped every weapon he’d every fired, either in target practice or during a live mission, to keep from growing hard against her hip. His heart and mind had wanted to comfort her when he’d set her on his lap, but his damn dick had other fucking plans. Thank God she’d changed into a T-shirt and sweats before the cops had arrived. Not only would Tuff have been jealous as fuck that any other man was seeing her dressed in her nightshirt sans bra, but if she still had it on now, he would’ve been so tempted to dip his hand under the hem of it. While she’d stopped crying and was currently resting her head on his shoulder, now was definitely not the time to let her know he was interested in getting to know her much, much better.

      His thoughts flitted to her ex-husband. While he didn’t know the businessman personally, Tuff knew who he was. Roland Stratford had stood by his brother’s side, supporting him through two successful campaigns for the mayor’s office. Roland would be very lucky if he never ran into Tuff because, right now, he wanted to hunt the bastard down and beat the ever-living shit out of him. It killed Tuff knowing any man had laid an unkind hand on Chet. No woman deserved that, especially not one he was starting to have feelings for—feelings that went beyond wanting her in his bed.

      A loud groan came from Meat as Tuff scratched his ears, and the man chuckled softly. He was still shocked the dog was letting him touch him—the friendship bone must’ve made an impression on the big lug. While Tuff knew he still had to move slowly when the dog was near, this was a step in the right direction.

      Chet stirred, and when she tried to stand, Tuff let her, as Meat meandered over to his water bowl for a drink. His mistress wiped away the remnants of her tears and looked at Tuff. “I’m sorry about that. I’m not usually a crier.”

      Reaching out, he took her hand and squeezed it. “No need to apologize. Anytime you need a shoulder, feel free to borrow mine.”

      The corners of her mouth ticked upward. “Thanks.” She glanced at something behind him, and her eyes went wide. “Oh, my God. It’s 3:00. You have to be exhausted. I should let you go get some sleep.”

      He wanted to tell her that no matter how tired he was, he wasn’t ready to leave yet but knew it was in her best interest to step back and give her a little space. Tuff got to his feet. “You should go to bed too.” Picking up his laptop, he headed for the front door with her and Meat trailing in his wake. “Lock up behind me and keep your gun close.” Thankfully, because of her job, she had a conceal-carry license for the weapon and knew how to use it. “I’ll take another walk around the property, then tomorrow I’ll get a few more cameras set up.” She’d argued with him about that earlier, but he’d been firm. It wouldn’t be too difficult to add to the system he already had set up.

      “Please let me know what it will cost, and I’ll pay for them.”

      He came up short and frowned at her. “Did you forget what I do for a living? We have hundreds of these cameras. I get them for free, so there’s no charge.” Actually, that was a small lie—he got them for cost—but he didn’t want her worrying about that. “Besides, if there was, I’d just take it off next month’s rent.” Another small lie. “My cousin is good about stuff like that. Now, lock up behind me.”

      Before he could turn toward the door, Chet stopped him with a hand on his bicep. “Tuff?”

      He raised his brow at her.

      “Thank you. For . . . everything.”

      The warmth, gratitude, and something he couldn’t name that he saw in her eyes melted his resolve. He cupped her cheek, and when that warmth flared to molten lava, he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. She tasted like coffee and pure sin, and it took everything inside him not to deepen the kiss. Straightening again, he stared at her startled but heated expression. His voice was a raspy whisper when he said, “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      “Yoo-hoo! Chet! Anybody home?”

      Chet shook her head, trying to clear it. Her mind had gone to the same place it’d been wandering to all day—to that moment she realized Tuff was going to kiss her and then he did. But before she could get over her shock and respond, he’d walked out the door. Now, she couldn’t forget how his lips had felt against hers, nor that she wanted him to kiss her again. But was she reading too much into the moment? Maybe he’d just meant it as a kiss between friends. But she could swear she’d seen desire in his eyes as he pulled away from her, and friends usually didn’t kiss each other on the lips.

      “Hey, Chet, are you okay?”

      Dragging herself back to the present, she looked at Tori Freyja, the head trainer and founder of Healing Heroes, a local charity that rescued dogs and trained them to be service/assistant companions for veterans with PTSD. Quite a few of the dogs Chet had rescued from poor environments over the last few years had graduated from Tori’s program and were now in forever homes with veterans. Chet had driven to the small ranch Tori owned, just north of Tampa, with two dogs she’d pulled from the shelter to see if they had the right temperament and instincts to go through the program. Meat had also made the trip but was currently in the office with Tori’s assistant, relaxing in the air conditioning.

      Once more, Chet shook the cobwebs from her mind. “Huh?”

      Tori laughed at her as she stood in the middle of the fenced-in training field. “Where’d you go? I called your name four times.”

      “Sorry. Just zoned out.”

      The trainer’s eyes narrowed. “Are you okay? You look tired.”

      She sighed. “I was up late last night. Some asshole spray painted my car. My next-door neighbor scared him off when he got home from work around 1:00 a.m.”

      “Oh, my God!” Tori’s eyes had widened in shock. “Why would someone do that? Was it kids?”

      “I don’t know why they did it, and, no, Tuff thinks it was an adult.”

      “Tuff? You mean Jason Tanner?”

      Chet cocked her head to the side. “You know him?”

      “Mm-hmm. I’ve met him a few times at the Trident compound. Kat told me he was your new neighbor. He’s a nice guy—cute too. I love his tattoos.”

      Rolling her eyes, she teasingly chastised her friend. “You have not one but two hot-as-hell fiancés, you don’t need to be ogling any other guys.”

      It was true. Tori had fallen in love with two men, who both loved her and each other as well. Theirs was a true ménage relationship, but as long as everything was consensual, the threesome didn’t bother Chet at all. In fact, she admired Tori for having the courage to follow her heart and be in a relationship that was shunned by many, even in today’s society. Chet had met Mitch Sawyer and Tyler Ellis several times, and not only were they nice, but they were hunks too. Tori had hit the jackpot with those two.

      “As long as I don’t touch, I’m allowed to ogle.” She chuckled. “As long as I don’t ogle in front of Mitch and Ty, of course.” She gestured to the beagle mix and golden doodle lying beside Chet’s feet. “Now, let’s put these two through their paces and see if we can’t start them on the way to their forever homes.”
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      Pulling her rented SUV into the driveway, a smile spread across Chet’s face. Aside from having to drop her vehicle off at a body shop this morning and secure a rental, it’d been a good day. Pepper and Diego had both been accepted into the PTSD canine program, Meat had been a very good boy throughout the day, and Tuff was at her front door. He was standing on a small ladder, installing a security camera, while wearing cargo shorts, sneakers, and nothing more. Sweat glistened across his exposed skin. His bare back was as colorfully decorated as his arms, with the main focus being a large, stunning image of the Archangel Gabriel, if Chet wasn’t mistaken. She stared at him through her windshield as his muscles rippled with the slightest movement. Damn, the man was gorgeous. If she didn’t get ahold of herself, she’d be drooling all over like Meat was doing in the backseat.

      Her leering was interrupted when her cell phone rang. Pulling it from the outside pocket of her tactical bag, which stored much of what she needed while on duty, she glanced at the screen. Mom. Chet cheerfully answered the call. “Hi, Mom!”

      “Hi, sweetie. Are you busy?”

      She wasn’t about to tell her mother that she’d interrupted Chet leering at her hot next-door neighbor. “Not at all. I just got home. What’s up?”

      “I wanted to ask you something. I was talking to Aunt Rita last night and her tenants decided not to renew their lease, so she asked if I’d be interested in renting the apartment in her house.”

      That ripped the last of Chet’s attention away from Tuff. “What? I thought you didn’t want to leave Chicago.”

      Her mom sighed. “Your father didn’t want to leave Chicago. I’d tried to talk him into moving a few times after you all were out on your own, but you know he never liked change. So we stayed here. Now that he’s gone . . . there are too many memories here, happy and sad. It’s also a big house for just me. I think it’s time for me to sell it and wanted your opinion.”

      “If you’re calling to ask my permission, Mom, it’s not necessary.”

      Although Chet was surprised at the sudden topic of her mom wanting to move, she’d been wondering about the older woman being alone in the big house. Chet was the middle child out of three and the only one who’d moved from the Humboldt Park neighborhood on the west side of Chicago. Her father had died almost two years ago after a six-month battle with cancer. At first, Chet had hated the fact her dad hadn’t been around to walk her down the aisle eight months later, but she was glad he hadn’t seen her marriage turn into a disaster. Chet’s mother knew why she’d filed for divorce, though. The first words out of Mariana Suarez’s mouth after she’d asked if Chet was okay was “I knew I didn’t like that cabrón.”

      “I would love for you to move to Venice with Aunt Rita.” It was only an hour south of Tampa, and Chet knew the two women would have no trouble living next to each other. They’d been childhood best friends who’d become sisters-in-law when Mariana fell in love with Rita’s older brother and married him in her early twenties. Aunt Rita and her late husband had moved to Florida about fifteen years ago, when his job transferred him, but the two women still talked to each other practically every day. “What did Lorenzo and Mia say about it?”

      “Your brother is fine with it. You know he wants to move down to Florida once he gets his twenty years in for his police department pension. As for your sister . . .” When her mother paused like that, it was usually accompanied by an eye roll. “Well, you know her. She doesn’t want me to move.”

      “That’s because she’ll lose her free babysitter.” Although Chet loved her younger sister, Mia was a tad selfish at times—and that was putting it mildly. “Too bad. Sophie is almost twelve—she’ll be old enough soon to watch her two brothers after school until Mia gets home.” Her sister was a legal secretary, while her husband owned a landscape business that operated mostly in the suburbs.

      “That’s what I said too. Anyway, I think I’m going to fly down to see Rita next month for a week before I make my final decision. Will it be okay if I stay with you for a few days?”

      “Of course, Mom! I’d love to see you. Just let me know which days you’ll be here, and I’ll take them off. I have plenty of vacation days saved up, so it’s not a problem.”

      “Wonderful. I’m looking forward to seeing your new place.”

      “I can’t wait to see you! Oh, I’m so excited!” While she did miss her mother, Florida was Chet’s home. She’d fallen in love with the Gulf Coast on a trip to visit a friend who’d moved there ten years ago. The following year, Chet had packed up and moved south. Her first job had been in a veterinarian’s office. Six months later, she’d started training to be an animal control officer and had been working for the county ever since.

      Behind her, Meat barked once, and Chet looked up to see Tuff descending the stairs, grinning at her. He had the most adorable dimples, which made her stomach do flip-flops. Unfortunately, he’d put his T-shirt back on. Her mother was wrapping up the conversation, so Chet held up a finger to let Tuff know she was almost done with the call. He nodded and stopped at the front of the SUV.

      “I love you too, Mom. Call me when you know what dates you’ll be here . . . Okay, talk to you soon. Bye.”

      Chet turned off the engine and climbed out of the vehicle. “Sorry about that. That was my mom.”

      “No worries,” he responded as Chet opened the rear door and grabbed Meat’s leash before letting him jump out. “Hey, Meatball. How’re ya doing, boy?” Although he was still hesitant to approach the man, the dog did a little happy dance, his tail wagging furiously, as he let out a woof. Tuff chuckled at him. “Glad to hear it.” He fell in step with Chet, on the opposite side from Meat, as she started for the stairs. “How’d the training tryouts go?”

      She’d been surprised when she’d answered her phone earlier in the day to find Tuff on the other end of the call. Apparently, when she’d rattled off her phone number to the cops last night, he’d jotted it down too—not that she really minded after all he’d done and was still doing for her. The reason he’d called had been to ask her permission to use the spare key he had for her unit, which he used for the minor repairs he did for his cousin. She’d known about that when she’d signed the lease and had been assured Tuff wouldn’t go into her place without express consent. Clearly, he’d kept his word. After she’d given him the okay to enter her half of the duplex to install the wiring for the cameras he was mounting above her front and back doors, he’d asked about her day, and they’d chatted for a bit. When she’d disconnected the call, she’d been stunned to see they’d been chatting for over twenty minutes. She usually wasn’t a big talker on the phone, preferring face-to-face conversation, but something about talking to Tuff made time fly by.

      “Good. Both Pepper and Diego are perfect for the program.”

      “That’s great.” When they reached the top of the stairs, Tuff opened her still unlocked door for her and Meat, then stepped into the foyer after them. There were a few boxes and his large tool box sitting on the floor.

      Chet unhooked Meat’s leash and followed the dog as he headed for his water bowl in the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder. “By the way, I didn’t know you knew Tori Freyja.”

      “Tori? Oh, Mitch and Ty’s fiancée.” He chuckled. “That still sounds so weird to say, but, hey, if they’re happy as a threesome, more power to them. Anyway, yeah, I’ve met her a few times at the Trident compound. Was it her charity you brought the dogs to?”

      “Yup. She’s helped place dozens of dogs with veterans.”

      When she opened the refrigerator and silently offered him a beer, he nodded. “Thanks.” He accepted the bottle from her and twisted the top off. “Yeah, one of Trident’s mechanics is a vet who has a dog she trained. I didn’t know him before that, but from what Russ says, Jagger gave him his life back. He’d been living on the streets, worried he’d hurt someone while having a flashback. That fear had prevented him from trying to find a job and somewhere to live.”

      Chet opened her own beer and took a sip. “And that’s exactly why I love helping Tori find dogs to train and place. We did a fundraiser last year for Healing Heroes, and a lot of the veterans and their service dogs came. It was so great to see all the vets doing something so simple as walking through a park, knowing they might not have been able to without their companion.”

      “Definitely a great cause.”

      Silence fell between them for a moment, then both began talking at the same time.

      “Would you like⁠—”

      “Why don’t I show you⁠—”

      A broad grin spread across Tuff’s face. “You first.”

      Her cheeks burned. Her question had popped into her head, and she’d started to blurt it out before she could think twice about it, but now she was nervous. Taking a deep breath, she forged ahead. “I wanted to know if you’d like to have dinner with me tonight. It’s—um—it’s the least I could do after all you’ve done for me—last night, today, and with Meat.”

      Chet’s stomach dropped when he didn’t answer right away, instead taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “I would love to have dinner with you, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

      Her gaze hit the floor and she pivoted away, embarrassment and disappointment coursing through her. “That’s okay . . . I understand.”

      After setting his beer on the counter, Tuff gently grasped her upper arm and turned her back around to face him. He tilted her chin up until their eyes met. “I don’t think you do understand, Chet. Far from it. I’m attracted to you and growing more so every day. I’m also getting the feeling you’re attracted to me too. But you deserve someone who can give you a lot more than I can.” When she opened her mouth to refute him, he shook his head and continued. “I haven’t had the greatest track record with relationships—I’m not exactly boyfriend material. My job takes me away a lot, and when I come back from some assignments, I can be a bear with a thorn in its paw for a few days. I see shit no human should see. I can give you friendship—hell, I can even give you sex—but that’s all it would ever be, and you deserve more than that. Especially after dealing with your crappy ex-husband. I’m afraid if we take this thing between us past the friendship level, it’ll end in disaster and that’ll make living next to each other a nightmare.”

      While she was sure his speech had been meant to dissuade her, it’d done the opposite. She fell for the man a little more in those few moments. He cared about her enough to not want to hurt her and to make her understand why he was turning her down. But his resolve had reminded her of all the reasons why it wasn’t a good idea to get involved with him.

      Making a decision, Chet straightened her back. “You’re a really nice guy, Tuff. I hope someday you find someone who can make you happy enough to stay with her, but in the meantime, you have to eat, right?”

      His playful grin returned as he dipped his chin down then up once. “Right.”

      “Good. Then I’m offering my new friend some pasta primavera for dinner to thank him for all he’s done for me. There’s nothing wrong with that, right?”

      “Right,” he repeated. He squeezed her shoulders, then released her and stepped back. She immediately missed the warmth of his touch. “In that case, I’d be honored to have dinner with you.”
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      Tuff would kick himself in the ass if he could, for two completely different reasons. First, for putting that embarrassment and hurt in Chet’s eyes when he’d first said he didn’t think it was a good idea to have dinner with her. And, second, for giving in and accepting her invitation, despite all those reasons he’d stated not to. At least he was getting a delicious meal out of it and some good company. Now, if he could get out of her house without kissing her again, he’d be all set.

      After taking a fast shower in his unit and then showing her where the new cameras were, inside and out, he’d helped Chet chop the vegetables for the pasta, and tried to ignore how good it felt doing something mundane with her. He’d never had such a feeling of domesticity come over him while hanging out with a woman. Hell, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d cooked a meal with a woman. Usually, he took his dates out to eat. But then again, this wasn’t a date.

      Taking a sip of his second beer, he washed down the last bite of his meal. “That was amazing. Do you cook a lot?”

      Chet shrugged as she used her fork to push the food around on her plate. She hadn’t eaten much and still seemed a little out of sorts. Tuff suspected he was the cause of both. At least he didn’t have to drag a conversation out of her. “A little. Most of the time I try to make stuff I can freeze in single servings, so I just have to reheat. Sometimes it’s not worth the effort to cook for just one person.”

      “I hear you. I eat takeout far too much sometimes because I’m not in the mood to cook after a long day. Maybe I’ll take your idea and make extra to freeze.” Or maybe I can cook a meal for both of us, followed by a roll in the sack. Shut up, Evil Tuff. Fuck you, goody-two-shoes Tuff! Ugh, there were times his inner, juvenile angel and devil had some knock-down, drag-out fights, and he didn’t need that right now. He had to stay focused, or he’d do something he’d regret. Like kiss Chet, again. Yeah, he kept repeating to himself what a bad idea that was, but his mouth and cock weren’t on the same wavelength as his mind.

      Tuff was about to say something else but froze instead. Chet stared at his shocked expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Slowly, and very quietly, look under the table.”

      Her brow furrowed, but she did as instructed. When she lifted her head again, there was a huge grin on her face and delight in her eyes. “Looks like you won him over.”

      Leaning back, Tuff peered down at his feet. He couldn’t see them, though, because Meat had decided to suddenly use them as a pillow. His massive head was resting on one, while an oversized paw covered the other. “Guess so. The only problem is I can’t move now.” The dog let out a loud snore, and Tuff chuckled. “Yup. I’m not going anywhere for a while. I don’t have the heart to wake him.”

      Easing to her feet, so she didn’t disturb the dog, Chet began to clear the dishes from the table. “No problem. How about a cup of coffee or cappuccino?”

      “Mmm. Cappuccino sounds good. I wish I could help you clean up.”

      “No worries. It’s only one extra place setting. Besides, I’m glad Meat feels comfortable enough to cuddle up to you.”

      As she was bending over to put things in the dishwasher or fridge, Tuff couldn’t keep his gaze off her ass. He’d been semi-hard for her since he’d followed her up the steps earlier and watched that derrière sway back and forth. Now, he was growing even harder. Damn it! How the hell was he going to remain just friends with Chet if he couldn’t stop thinking about her in his bed? Under him. Over him. Screaming his name at the top of her lungs as she shattered for him.

      He cleared his suddenly dry throat and took another swig of beer. “So . . . um . . . you mentioned earlier your mom was coming to visit next month. From where?”

      Chet glanced over her shoulder at him before going back to cleaning the sauté pan she’d cooked in. “She still lives in the home I grew up in on the west side of Chicago. It’s not huge, but she has no use for the two empty bedrooms and finished basement anymore. My Aunt Rita has a house with an attached apartment down in Venice and the tenants decided to move out, so she invited my mom to take it. Aunt Rita is my dad’s sister, and she and Mom have been best friends since they were young. Now that dad’s gone, I think it will do them both good to live next to each other, and I’ll love having my mom close again.”

      When she stopped talking, Tuff said, “Tell me more about your family.”

      For the next two hours, while they drank cappuccinos and Meat sawed wood under the table, Tuff learned so much more than just about Chet’s family. Before and during dinner, they’d kept the conversation light, but then had slowly progressed into deeper topics. That’s when Tuff realized he was in so much trouble. She fascinated him in a way no other woman had. Of course he wanted her in his bed—most heterosexual males would—but he also enjoyed just being in her company. She was passionate about her family, her job, the animals she rescued and those she couldn’t save, and every other subject that came up. She challenged him to debates and really listened to his point of view before presenting her own. Then she agreed to disagree without getting all pissed off like some other women he’d dated. Not that he and Chet were dating, he reminded himself again, but all those reasons he’d spouted off earlier were being pushed to the back of his mind. What he really wanted to do was kiss the ever-loving hell out of her and see where they went from there.

      When Meat snorted himself awake, the dog rolled to his feet and ambled over to his water dish. Once he was done drinking, Chet got to her feet and let him out the backdoor to do his business in her half of the fenced-in yard. As much as he wanted to stay, Tuff took that as his cue to leave.

      “I think I should get going. You had a long day.” Pushing back from the table, he stood, then picked up both empty coffee cups and put them in the dishwasher for her. “Thanks for dinner, Chet.”

      She smiled and followed as he walked toward the foyer. “You’re welcome. It was nice to have the company for a change.”

      “That it was.” He glanced around to make sure he’d grabbed all his tools and the empty boxes when he’d packed up and put them in his unit earlier. Still hesitant to leave, he stuffed his hands in the pockets of the jeans he’d put on after his shower. “I set the motion sensor lights to pick up movement at a further distance. They’ll go off if anyone walks within seventy-five feet of the front and sides of the house and one-hundred feet in the backyard. Any further than the seventy-five out front, they’d be picking up anyone driving or walking by and going on and off all night.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      Tuff inhaled deeply, then exhaled. “I better go. Deadbolt the doors and keep your gun close. If I hear Meat go ballistic, I’ll be knocking on your door to make sure you’re all right.”

      “Yes, Dad,” she teased with an eye roll.

      He chuckled. “Yeah, the last thing I want you calling me is ‘Dad.’ Listen, I know you can defend yourself, and Meat won’t let anyone near you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t worry about your safety. I care about you.”

      Her cheeks pinkened. “Thanks. I care about you too.”

      Tuff opened his mouth and then closed it again before he said something incredibly stupid. Mentally, he shook his head, then grabbed the doorknob. “Good night, Chet.”

      “Good night, Tuff.”
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      “Don’t give me those sad eyes, Meat. You know you have to stay in the kennel while I’m on duty.” Chet wasn’t comfortable leaving him alone at her place yet, even though it wouldn’t be a problem for her to stop in once or twice during the day. She didn’t think he was ready to be on his own yet, and he needed to be supervised if men or other dogs were around. He seemed to be doing okay with dogs his own size, but smaller ones made him nervous. Chet would be horrified if something triggered him to attack a smaller dog or a person. The staff at the county shelter was top notch and would care for and play with him during the day, along with all the other animals in their charge who were being fostered or waiting for forever homes. Meat had his own run with a flap-covered door for him to go inside or out.

      “And don’t worry. Sherri will play ball with you in a little bit.” The woman was one of the best kennel workers they had there, and she was great with the bigger dogs, exerting her dominance over them, but with tenderness. Meat loved playing fetch with her.

      “Chet, can you come into the office for a minute?”

      She turned toward the door at the end of the row of kennels, many filled with barking dogs. The door was ajar and Des Edkins had stuck his head around the jamb. The man looked pale and worried.

      With one last glance at the lock on Meat’s kennel to make sure it was secure, she started walking toward the door. “Yeah, sure. What’s wrong?”

      “In my office.”

      Chet’s eyes narrowed as her boss disappeared into the hallway. Moments later, she entered his office and was surprised to see two Tampa P.D. plainclothes detectives standing there—their sidearms and shields attached to their belts gave them away.

      Des gestured for her to take one of the seats in front of his desk, while he sat behind it. “Detectives Isaac Webb and Sonja Lovett, this is Officer Concetta Suarez.” The two nodded hello to her, but their blank expressions had her worried. Neither spoke but allowed Des to continue. “Chet, I don’t know how to break this to you gently, but Terry Spender and his wife were killed late last night.”

      “What? Oh, my God, what happened?” She was beyond being in shock. When Chet had started at Animal Control, Terry had been her training officer. They’d hit it off and become good friends, despite the man being twenty-three years her senior. Chet had attended his wedding seven months before he and his wife, Megan, had attended hers. It’d been a second marriage for Terry, having lost his first wife to a sudden brain aneurysm ten years earlier. He’d even become a grandfather a few months back.

      Des and the detectives spent the next few minutes filling her in and asking some questions. It’d been a drive-by shooting when the couple had arrived home from a late night of dinner and dancing with a few friends. There were no witnesses—possibly a case of mistaken identity, a robbery gone wrong, or some sort of a road-rage incident where the suspect, or suspects, had followed them home, before opening fire as they exited their vehicle. Megan had been killed instantly, while Terry had been pronounced dead at the ER after the medics and hospital staff had done everything they could to save him.

      Uncontrollable tears rolled down Chet’s cheeks as she grieved for her friend and mentor and his wife, while the detectives asked her a several questions. Were either of them having trouble with anyone? Do you know if they were experiencing financial or marital trouble? Were either of them estranged from their children? Was there any friction between the two combined families? Can you think of anyone who could have done this? Do you know if either one of them had a gambling, drinking, or drug problem? Do you know if Terry had any incidents on the job that may have followed him into his private life?

      Her response to all was an emphatic “no.” Well, except that last one. More than once, every Animal Control Officer for Hillsborough County had been threatened after they’d taken abused and neglected animals from their cruel owners. Some had even shown up at the shelter, demanding the animals be returned to them, and TPD officers had needed to respond and intervene. After the detectives thanked her and said she could leave, before requesting Des bring in another employee to interview, her boss followed Chet out into the currently empty hallway. He pulled her into a comforting hug. “I’m so sorry, Chet. I know how close you and Terry were. I want you to take the rest of the day off and tomorrow too if you need it.”

      When she shook her head, he continued. “That’s not a request; it’s an order. I’m going to be telling almost everyone that, while keeping just a skeleton crew here. I’ll stay too. The cops can handle most animal calls for the day. I’ll contact the courts and see if anything on the schedules can be postponed.

      Chet wiped her tears and took a step back. “I don’t have any court cases today.”

      “Good. Then take Meat home with you. If you need to talk, I’m here, okay?”

      “Okay.” She glanced to the right and then the left, suddenly unsure of where she was and what she needed to do. She expected to see Terry strolling in through the door at the end of the hall that led to the parking lot, but he’d never do that again. Taking a deep breath, she nodded at Des. “Okay. I’ll go get Meat. You’ll call if you hear anything new?”

      “I promise. Drive safely.”

      Chet cringed inwardly. “Drive safely” was something Terry said to her almost every time they parted. The man had reminded her so much of her own father, and she would miss him just as much.
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      Squatting in the cool shade of his garage, Tuff wiped down his motorcycle with a clean rag after he changed the oil. It was a sweet, 1945 Indian Chief Civilian Model he’d lovingly restored to its original beauty after snagging it at an auction a few years ago. After he’d gotten it purring like a lion cub, he’d had a former SEAL teammate of the Trident Security Alpha Team, Curt Bannerman, design and apply the MIA-tribute paint job. The guy had been over the moon to work on the vintage bike since they didn’t come around too often. Tuff had wanted to honor all the men and women who’d fought for their country and gone missing in action. The US was doing their best to bring them all home, but with more than 80,000 American service members, whose bodies have been unaccounted for since the start of the twentieth century, many MIAs will never be found. Thousands were lost in the waters surrounding islands involved in war or conflict, such as Hawaii, the Solomon Islands, the Korean Peninsula, and the Philippines. More went missing in the middle of the vast oceans of the world, when either their planes or ships had gone down. Then there were those who’d disappeared and presumably died in foreign countries decades ago. At least some of those were slowly being discovered each year. Once found, their remains were returned to the US where they were properly buried with full-military honors.

      Behind Tuff stood the 1994 Harley-Davidson Heritage Softail he also owned, that’d needed a little tinkering and TLC too when he’d first gotten it. For that paint job, he’d had Bannerman pay tribute to those who had lost their lives in Afghanistan and Iraq over the last fifteen plus years, some of whom he’d known personally.

      Tuff had the morning off, since the detail he and three teammates were assigned to didn’t start until 3:00 p.m. That had left too much time for his mind to wander to last night. It had taken everything in him not to lean in and kiss Chet goodnight before he left. Each minute he spent in her lovely presence was another spot where she’d been imprinted on his heart. Despite all his reasons for telling her it was best they remain just friends, he wanted her more than any other woman he’d ever met. He tried convincing himself he shouldn’t want her—it was in everybody’s best interest that he didn’t—but that made him crave her even more.

      “Hey, Tuff!”

      “Hi, Tuff!”

      He glanced up and waved at two of the neighborhood boys riding their bikes past his driveway. With towels around their necks and board shorts and T-shirts on, it was a safe bet the thirteen-year olds were heading to their friend’s house two blocks away to spend the day in his pool. They alternated hanging out at each other’s houses, and sometimes Tuff joined them, and a few of the older kids in the middle of the cul-de-sac to throw a baseball or football around or shoot some hoops at the backboard that stood at the end of one of the driveways.

      Grabbing a nearby bottle of water, he took a long, cool drink. The temperature was already in the low nineties, and it was barely 9:30 in the morning. Having done numerous tours in deserts on the other side of the world, the heat and humidity of Florida didn’t bother Tuff until it was well over one-hundred degrees, which it was forecast to reach tomorrow. Thank God for air conditioning.

      Ten minutes later, he’d just finished putting everything back where it belonged and was surprised to see Chet’s department-issued SUV pull into the driveway. Giving his hands a final wipe of the towel, he strolled out to see her. When she climbed out of the vehicle, still in her uniform, and he saw her swollen, red eyes and tear-stained face, he threw the towel to the ground and rushed to her side. “Chet, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      Rapidly shaking her head and pursing her lips, she opened the rear door and grabbed the end of Meat’s leash. “No—no I’m not. I⁠—”

      Her words were cut off by a heart wrenching sob, and Tuff stepped around the dog, who’d jumped to the ground, and pulled Chet into an embrace. It was then she completely lost it, bawling and trembling in his arms. Her hands went behind his back and clutched his sweaty T-shirt. At their feet, Meat whined and leaned against his mistress. Tuff held Chet tightly, stroking her hair. “Sh. Easy, baby. I’ve got you . . . I’ve got you.”

      After a few moments, Chet tried to step back, but Tuff wouldn’t let her. Tucking her under one arm, he shut the SUV’s rear door, then walked her and Meat to the stairs and up to her front door, which he unlocked with his spare key. Once inside, he gently pushed her to sit on the couch. “Stay there a second. Let me get Meat some water.”

      Grabbing the dog’s bowl in the kitchen, he filled it with water and placed it back on the floor. Panting, Meat padded in and made a beeline for it. Tuff then opened the fridge, snatched a bottle of water he knew Chet kept in there, and brought it out to her. “Drink and then we’ll talk.”

      After making sure she was hydrating herself, he hurried to the half bath in the hallway and returned with a box of tissues. He took out two and handed them to her, before sitting next to her and putting an arm around her shoulders. “What happened, baby?”

      Through her tears, she told him about the homicide of her mentor and the man’s wife. It was evident she’d been close to the couple, and his heart broke for her. “I—I still can’t believe it. Th-they were the nicest people in the world! Why w-would someone do that—that to them?”

      He wished he had an answer for her, but he knew all too well that bad things happened to good people and many times it never made sense to those left behind.

      A half hour later, Chet was all cried out and crashing. Her eyes became heavy as she cuddled into his side, her head resting on his shoulder. Placing one hand under her knees and the other at her back, Tuff stood with her in his arms and strode toward her bedroom. The fact she didn’t protest worried him. Setting her in the middle of the queen-sized bed, he removed her work boots and pulled a blanket, which had been folded over the footboard, on top of her. Unable to leave her alone right away, he sat next to her on the bed and ran his hand up and down her arm, while Meat lay on the floor nearby.

      Sleep hit Chet hard, and once Tuff was certain she was out, he eased himself up and quietly left the room, leaving the door ajar in case she woke up and needed him. Pacing the kitchen, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed the BHS office. When Chase’s receptionist answered, he said, “Hi, Shannon, it’s Tuff. Is Chase around?”

      “Hi, Tuff. He’s on a conference call at the moment, but Irv is available. Do you want to talk to him instead?”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “No problem. Hang on.”

      After a few clicks, the deep voice of Blackhawk’s Senior Executive Officer came over the line. “Hey, Tuff. What’s up?”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “Irv, I hate to do this, but is there any way you can swap me out on today’s detail?”

      “Everything okay?”

      There was no mistaking the surprise in the other man’s voice, but it was easy to figure out what he was thinking. Tuff couldn’t remember the last time he’d asked to be pulled from a detail unless it’d been doctor’s orders for an illness or injury. He also had a stockpile of personal and vacation days that he rarely used. If he did, they were always scheduled in advance.

      “I’m good, but a friend really needs me.”

      There was a long pause. “Okay. I’ll assign someone else. Is this just for today or do I have to move things around tomorrow too?”

      Meat trotted into the kitchen and sat in front of him, looking up, pleadingly. Tuff grinned and shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. Can I get back to you in a bit?”

      “Sure. Just make it as soon as you can, so I’m not scrambling at the last minute.”

      “No problems, and thanks, Irv.”

      “Yup.”

      Disconnecting the call, Tuff stared down at the dog, who lifted his front leg. “Don’t give me that look or the paw. I know you get fed in the morning and again around 5:00. Just because your momma brought you home, doesn’t mean it’s dinner time, so don’t try to con me. But if you promise to watch Chet for a few minutes, while I run and shower, then I’ll give you a treat. Deal?”

      “Woof.”

      “Ruhig—not too loud. Now be good, and I’ll be right back.”

      He left the front door unlocked, knowing the dog wouldn’t allow anyone else to enter, before stepping into his own unit. After a fast shower to wash the sweat and grease off his skin, he threw on a clean pair of cargo shorts, a T-shirt with the Blackhawk logo on it, and flip-flops. Next, he grabbed his laptop, so he had something to do while Chet slept, and then took out a bone for Meat from the freezer where he’d stored the extras he’d gotten the other day. But before he headed for the door, he returned to his bedroom and retrieved a holstered 9mm from the closet. He had several weapons stashed throughout the house, in case of trouble—which in his business was always a possibility. After holstering it and tucking it inside his back waistband, he returned to Chet’s place.

      Meat growled softly when the front door opened but immediately quieted when he saw Tuff. The big lug’s tail thwacked against the hardwood floor in the hallway, just beyond the tiled foyer. “All quiet?”

      With his head down, the dog stood and took a few steps toward Tuff who held the bone up. “Sitz.” When the dog sat, Tuff told him he was a good dog using the German words Chet had taught him. “Braver Hund.” He gave Meat his reward, and the dog gently took it from him. “There you go—you deserve it. Enjoy.”

      As the pit bull laid down in the living room to snack on his bone, Tuff took a seat on the couch. His cell phone rang as he booted up his laptop. Glancing at the screen, he saw it was Blackhawk’s main number—probably Irv calling him back. “Hello?”

      “Tuff,” Chase responded without preamble. “Talk to me.”

      Knowing he should’ve expected a follow-up call from the owner of the security company, Tuff leaned back on the couch. “Hey, Chase. Sorry about the late call out, but a friend of mine lost someone to a homicide last night and just found out about it this morning.”

      “Friend? Wouldn’t happen to be a woman, would it?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Yeah, Chet’s a woman. She lives in the other half of my duplex.”

      “Should have known,” his boss said with a chuckle. “I’m not letting any of my single guys work with Trident anymore. Those idiots drop like flies over there whenever a woman bats their eyes at them. Must be fucking contagious. Does this have anything to do with the vandalism the other night?”

      That thought had crossed Tuff’s mind earlier, but he’d quickly dismissed it. He’d mentioned the incident the other night to Irv when he’d gotten the okay to swipe a few extra security cameras from the company stock. Having Chase bring it up again had him scratching his head. “I can’t make the connection if it does, but stranger things have happened. Can you find out the details of the homicide for me?”

      “What’s the victim’s name?”

      “It was a couple—Terry and Megan Spender. Drive by as they got out of their car at home late last night.”

      “Saw that on the news earlier. How does your woman know them?”

      Tuff got a funny feeling in his chest at his boss’s words that he didn’t want to analyze too deeply. Your woman. It’d felt good to hear Chet being referred to like that.

      “Um, the guy trained her at Animal Control and has been a close friend for the past eight years or so. She was close with both of them.” He’d added that last part because he didn’t want Chase thinking Chet and Terry had been romantically involved or anything. Hell, Tuff didn’t want to think about her being romantically involved with anyone. He was so fucking screwed.

      “All right. I’ll see what I can find out. In the meantime, stay alert and don’t fucking propose.”

      Before a stunned Tuff could respond to the command said in jest, Chase had disconnected the call. Shaking his head, Tuff tossed the phone onto the couch next to him. While he’d been caught off guard, the thought of asking Chet to marry him didn’t sound as scary and ridiculous as it would have a few days ago.

      Tuff looked at Meat who stopped gnawing on the bone and returned the stare while tilting his head. “She’s too good for me.”

      The dog shook his head from side to side, his jowls and ears flopping away. Tuff snorted. “Is that a no, she’s not, or are you agreeing with me?”

      “Rowf!”

      “To hell with German. If we’re going to have a conversation, I gotta teach you to speak English.”
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      Chet woke up confused. She was dressed in her uniform, but her shoes were off, and she was lying in her bed. The sun was shining into her bedroom from the west, which meant it was late in the day. She glanced at the bedside clock and was stunned to see it was 5:37 p.m.

      Her gut clenched as the horrible morning rushed back to her. She wished it had been nothing more than a bad dream but knew that wasn’t the case. Terry and Megan were dead. They’d dated for five years, living together for three, before they’d finally tied the knot, and Chet had spent many fun times at their house with their families and friends. Every year, the couple had a huge Fourth of July barbecue and a festive Christmas party the Saturday before the holiday. They would invite friends who had nowhere to go on the holidays to join them. There would be many people who were going to miss the gregarious couple.

      She remembered driving home in tears and falling into Tuff’s arms, bawling hysterically. Yeah, that must have been attractive. Chet was an ugly crier. She vaguely recalled him carrying her to bed. He must have left after she fell asleep, although she couldn’t blame him. A lot of guys didn’t know how to deal with a crying woman.

      Drawing the blanket off the lower half of her body, Chet rolled over and got to her feet. Her bladder was ready to burst. Once she was done in the bathroom, she changed out of her uniform and into a pair of cotton shorts and a T-shirt, minus her bra. She had marks where it’d dug into her flesh while she’d been sleeping.

      Shuffling out of the bedroom, she hoped Meat hadn’t had any accidents in the house. While he’d been really good about that since the third day after she’d brought him home, Chet tried to keep him on a schedule of going for a walk every three hours from 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. She’d shut the bedroom door so he didn’t wander at night and also kept the toilet seat cover down so he couldn’t sneak a drink from the bowl.

      Halfway down the hall, Chet froze. Not only was the smell of something delicious tempting her nose, but she could hear Tuff talking in the kitchen. And from the sound of it, he was having a conversation with her foster dog.

      “So whatta you think about this new kid the Rays called up from Triple A, Meatball? His fastball is awesome, but I think his slider needs some work. Not sure if we got the better end of that trade last year or not. Time will tell.”

      Chet heard Meat make a funny sound, which was like a cross between a groan and him trying to speak. She bit her lip when Tuff responded. “What’s that? Oh, yeah, Vickars is definitely in a major hitting slump right now, but Flitch’s and Bentley’s bats have been hot lately, so they’ve been saving his ass. Hopefully, Taniguchi comes off the D.L. soon, though—we need him back in center field.”

      Despite everything that had happened earlier, Chet couldn’t help but smile and giggle softly at Tuff’s conversation with the big pit bull. Before she could make her presence known, the doorbell rang, and Meat started barking his head off as he ran toward the foyer, his nails clicking loudly on the wood and tile flooring.

      “Meat, ruhig,” Tuff ordered in a dominant tone. He strode right by Chet, without seeing her standing around the corner in the shorter hallway off the longer one that led to the front door, pulling his wallet out of his shorts as he went. “Sitz! Braver Hund. It’s just the Chinese food delivery. I’ll read your fortune cookie if you don’t try to take a bite out of the guy.”

      Tuff unlocked and cracked open the front door. “Sorry, but I can’t open it any further. How much was it?” The response was too muffled for Chet to hear. “Here you go. Thanks.” He closed the door and locked it again. “Hmm. You like the smell of Chinese food don’t you . . . hey, you’re up. I hope Meat didn’t wake you. Sorry about the racket.”

      Chet grinned at Tuff as he stopped and looked her up and down. The dog rushed over to her and demanded some attention, so she scratched his ears. “No worries. I was already wide awake before the doorbell rang. I didn’t know you were still here.”

      She followed him into the kitchen where he set down two bags of food on the table. The aroma of whatever he’d ordered, combined with a hot apple pie cooling on the stove, made her stomach growl. Tuff grinned, clearly having heard she was hungry. “I only left to shower and change. I brought my laptop over to do some work and stuff. Me and Meat have been having a grand old time, haven’t we, boy?”

      “Rowf!”

      Taking Chet by the shoulders, Tuff steered her into a seat. “Relax and I’ll get the plates and utensils. Do you want water, soda, beer, wine, or something I didn’t notice you have?”

      “Um, I can get it.” She started to rise but stopped when he glared at her. When she slowly sat back down, his smile returned, giving her a warm, fuzzy feeling. “A root beer, please. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. If you want to help, you can start pulling out the containers and see what you’re in the mood to eat.” He set an empty plate in front of her along with a knife and fork, then put another place setting across from her. “I found the apple pie in your freezer—I hope you don’t mind that I heated it up.”

      “I don’t mind at all. Thanks for doing all this.”

      “My pleasure.”

      As he gathered their sodas and glasses filled with ice, Chet checked out each container as she pulled them out of the very full, paper bags. “Who are we feeding, an army? Shrimp rolls, hot and sour soup, steamed dumplings, General Tso’s chicken, beef lo mein, moo shu pork, and shrimp with broccoli. These are all my favorites. How did you know?”

      He sat down, grinning. “Meat told me.” When she rolled her eyes, he chuckled. “I found a few menus in your takeout box on the counter—that’s cute by the way. Anyway, I flipped through them and saw what was circled from previous orders.”

      “I didn’t realize I had so many duplicates in there. Obviously, I have to clean the box out.” It was a decorated, wooden box she’d found in Home Goods, with “Takeout Menus” in script across the top. She stored the ones from her favorite local places that delivered. The box got the menus off the counter, table, and refrigerator, and out of her junk drawer, and into one cute, neat place.

      They loaded their plates, swapping the containers with each other, until they both had a little bit of everything. After taking a few mouthfuls to quiet her hungry stomach, she took a sip of her soda. It was comforting to have Tuff with her tonight. In between bites, he asked her questions, keeping them light and off the subject of the deaths of her friends. He even managed to draw a few chuckles out of her by telling her stories from his Army bootcamp days.

      After they had their fill, Tuff set about clearing the table and putting the leftovers in the refrigerator. Again, he wouldn’t let her help. As she watched him load the dishwasher, a thought crossed her mind. “Weren’t you supposed to work tonight?”

      “Mm-hmm.” He grabbed a sponge from the sink and ran it under the water. “I called and asked my boss to have someone cover for me on the detail.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Turning to face her, Tuff held her confused gaze with an intense one. “Because I couldn’t leave you here by yourself after finding out two of your friends were killed. I was worried about you, Chet, and wanted to be here in case you needed me.”

      Silence filled the air as his words swirled around in her mind. He’d called into work, only a few hours before he had to be there, and took the time off because he was worried about her? Because he wanted to be there if she needed him?

      “Oh, hey, baby. I didn’t mean to make you start crying again.”

      Chet could barely see him, because of her tears, as he crossed the room and circled around the table. Like he’d done earlier, he put a hand under her knees and the other around her back, before lifting her up. Again, he took her seat and set her on his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and cried into his hard chest as he stroked her back and murmured words meant to soothe her. As he usually did when she was out of sorts, Meat sat at her feet, whining and nuzzling her side. Tuff was the one to pet the dog’s big head. “It’s okay, boy. Your momma’s going to be fine.”

      A hiccup, followed by a chuckle escaped Chet as she wiped her eyes and cheeks with one hand. It was so adorable how Tuff talked to Meat like he was a little kid who understood everything the man was saying, and it broke through her crying jag. Tuff reached past her and snagged her napkin from the table and handed it to her. She wiped her eyes again and blew her nose, too late thinking it was not the most attractive thing to do while sitting on a man’s lap. A man’s muscular lap. A man’s warm, muscular lap, with something poking her in the hip. Oh, boy.

      She lifted her gaze to his and saw desire in his eyes. He licked his lips but didn’t make any other movement. Chet wanted those lips on hers. And not for a brief kiss. She wanted to devour him and have him do the same to her. All thoughts of their dinner and the day from hell fled her mind. Her eyelids dropped as she stared at his mouth. Throwing caution to the wind, Chet leaned forward and brushed her lips against Tuff’s. He froze beneath her, but she decided she was going all in. She shifted on his lap to get a better angle on his mouth.

      His hand dove into her hair and gripped the strands, holding her in place. He pulled back only an inch or two, his gaze scanning her face. “I’m hanging on by a thread here, sweetheart. I don’t want to take advantage of you being so upset.”

      “You won’t be. Please, Tuff.” Her voice was just above a whisper as she trailed her knuckles across his cheek. “I want you, Jason. No regrets. No demands for promises neither of us can keep. Just live in the moment. I need you to remind me I’m still alive even though I’m dying inside.”
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