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Foreword






Thank you for taking interest in my military romance series.

Need to catch up? The ebook for Volume 1 is free at digital retailers.

https://books2read.com/MRCvol1

Then immerse yourself in more captivating romances with Volume 2.

https://books2read.com/MRCvol2 

*

As a veteran, these stories hold a special place in my heart. The dedication and sacrifices servicemen and women make, as well as their families, are commendable. 

Let us honor our active duty members as well as our veterans.
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About Promise It's Forever
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Alexis “Lexi” Chavez is more than a pretty face. She’s a canine handler in the Navy, determined to make a difference. 

FBI agent Juan Soto learned about loss early in life and strove to do all he could to prevent that for others. 

Years after their rocky start, they find themselves developing a trust they wouldn’t have thought possible while working together to stop a crime ring. 

As they peel back each other’s layers, they’ll discover more than attraction that promises forever. 

A 3-flame, reluctant attraction, age-gap, found family, multiracial romance.








  
  

Prologue
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Lexi – September, San Diego  

“Arrogant jerk.” I settle onto the couch as I grumble about Dad’s recent visitor.

“Yeah, well, he’s not wrong. Time for your old man to figure out his life.”  

“Yeah, well,” I mimic him, “you’ve been healing while also becoming a respectable member of society again. And you have been trying to figure out your life by taking online classes while working. So, there’s that.”  

Dad chuckles as he lifts his glass, taking a healthy drink of the sweet tea I’d made earlier. “Always with a comeback, baby girl.”   

“An answer. An explanation.”  

“So why aren’t you becoming a lawyer?”  

“Because I prefer dogs over people. Well, most people. Present company excluded.”  

He barks with laughter which makes me laugh along with him. Something I never thought possible again.  

Dad had been gone for years without any communication. Turns out he’d been unknowingly caught up in an organized crime operation and ended up becoming an FBI informant. He hadn’t been allowed contact with us, until one night he decided to break the rules and come to the house. I’d been shocked, but then so was he – shocked and upset when he’d found out Mom had passed due to cancer, and he hadn’t been there. When he stormed out, I didn’t think I’d see him again. Until he showed up a few months later and all hell broke loose.   

It’s been nine months since the crime operation had been taken down, but not without casualties. Dad had been shot, and my sister’s boyfriend at the time (they’re married now) had been knocked unconscious and suffered a concussion. Thankfully, both are fine.   

And now Dad’s commitment to the FBI is complete. 

Gracias a Dios.

I’d remained in the kitchen while listening to Juan Soto, aka, arrogant jerk, FBI Agent, and Dad’s handler for over a year, as he dismissed my father without an inkling of emotion. I didn’t want to see the asshole – gilipollas – as I’d called him when he came to the hospital after Dad had been admitted last December. Soto had been arrogant and gruff then, and apparently, his demeanor hasn’t changed. It took restraint on my part not to march into this living room and give him a piece of my mind. Or at the very least, shout another rightfully deserved expletive at him.  

Sad the contents don’t match the package. I can admit he’s a fine-looking man in a dark and broody sort of way with deep brown eyes, tan skin, and tattoos I’d caught a glimpse of due to his short-sleeved shirt. But a jerk is still a jerk no matter how you dress him up.  

“He didn’t even express any gratitude for all you did. You got shot, for freak’s sake!”  

“As a result of my own choices. Even if I’d known the outcome, wouldn’t have changed what I did. Except maybe come sooner.”   

His tender, caring look never fails to warm me. We’d missed out on so much and now we have the opportunity to rebuild our bond.   

“At least now I have my record cleared which makes it easier to pursue better employment. Only have to figure out what that will be.”  

“Simple. You concentrate on what you love. What inspires you to get out of bed every day.”  

He turns his head to squint at me. “Are you sure you’re only nineteen?”  

“Yeah, old soul here.” I chuckle. “But seriously, Dad, you can do anything you want.”  

“You think?”  

“I know. What’s something you always dreamed of doing?”  

“You mean besides not being a fuck-up? Sorry, sorry, trying to watch my language.”  

“Yeah, because my virgin ears can’t handle the F-bomb.” I playfully roll my eyes. “Tell me what you want to do?”  

He scrubs a hand down his face and blows out a breath as if exasperated. Or at a loss for an answer. “Not sure I know that yet. Been living on the edge, just trying to survive, I never took the time to think about myself.” He faces me. “Doesn’t mean I wasn’t a selfish pr-, um, man. I left, thinking I could find something better in order to provide for you. For Katie. But I left you both. And Leesa. Even though she was more than capable of taking care of herself. Along with you and your mom. I’ll always regret what I did. Really, what I didn’t do, and that was be here for you. Especially when Katie got sick.”  

He chokes out the final word, hanging his head. I scoot closer and put my arm around his shoulders.  

“Dad, stop. You can’t change the past. You can only move forward.”  

He looks up at me, tears in his eyes, ready to spill over. He swipes at his face then clears his throat. “If only it was that easy. Guilt doesn’t just magically disappear. Gonna take some time and some reparations.”  

“Ooo, look at you with the big words.” I tease, hoping to make him smile. And it works when I at least see a grin thrown my way.  

“Yeah, your old man knows a few of them.”  

I drop my arm and lean back. “Well, old man, enough of the woe-is-me talk. Let’s get ready for dinner. Everyone's meeting at Leesa’s in an hour. You can put your conversational skills to use and maybe pick their brains on employment options. Plenty of opportunities in San Diego. Ever think of going into the security biz with Antonio and Mick?”  

He shrugs. “Not sure I have their skills, what with them being bad ass SEALs and all.”  

I laugh. “Former SEALs, but they’ll say, once a SEAL, always a SEAL. And there is this awesome thing called training. You’ve got some skills, and they could teach you more.”  

Antonio Vega is my brother-in-law, and Leesa’s husband. He separated from the Navy earlier this year and joined his buddy and former SEAL, Mick Collins, at Collins Security. They not only install security systems, but they also provide personal protection on a limited basis. Antonio wants to employ more veterans as well as add consulting to their services.  

Dad stands and chuckles. “Always the smarty. Are you sure you aren’t in line to become the first female SEAL?”  

“Nope, because the first female SEAL happened years ago, so no ground-breaking adventures for me.” I also stand, collecting his glass and heading toward the kitchen.  

“I don’t believe that for a moment,” he says. “You’ve got greatness in you and you’re just beginning your adventures. You’ve already completed basic training and now you move on to... what was it called again?”  

I stop and turn to face him. “Master At Arms then Military Working Dog Handler Course. Four months spent in San Antonio then a permanent party station.”  

“Best time of the year to spend in Texas.”  

“Right?” I laugh. “Basic Training in Chicago in the summer wasn’t exactly pleasant, but glad I got in when I did. And glad I listened to the advice from Wes.”  

Wes Townsend is another former SEAL, fully retired from service. He was a canine handler in the Navy and served on missions with Antonio. Of course, they don’t talk about those missions, only giving me vague information regarding the job. No matter. I’ve pretty much known I’ve wanted to work with dogs since meeting Jessica, a friend of Leesa’s who rehabilitates and trains canines. Doing it through the Navy is a way to achieve my goals in a timely manner. And they pay for it. Personally, I think every able-bodied individual should serve their country in some manner but try telling that to the masses. I’m more than eager to do it and follow in the footsteps of amazing individuals like Wes, Antonio, Mick, and more.  

Well, not exactly in their footsteps, but close enough for me.  

“Want me to drive?” Dad asks. “I don’t plan on drinking.”   

“I don’t either, but sure, you can drive, thanks.”  

He nods. “I’m going to wash up and change. Be out in a few.” He turns toward the hallway then suddenly does an about-face. “Happy birthday, baby girl.” He winks then walks to his room.  

I chuckle as I head to the kitchen to clean up the few dishes used today while thinking of the evening ahead. It’s my nineteenth birthday, and Leesa is hosting a birthday-slash-graduation party for me. With tomorrow being Labor Day, there’s an extra day for everyone to relax. I’ll have the entire week off before reporting for training in San Antonio.   

Shortly after Leesa and Antonio married last Christmas Eve, they found a place to buy in Imperial Beach, and Leesa offered Mom’s house to Dad. The house had been paid off for some time, thanks to Mom’s insurance policy, and Dad had been humbled and grateful. He was currently working in a warehouse while taking online classes, but knew he wanted more. And I wanted more for him.   

Just as I finish in the kitchen, there’s a knock at the door. We aren’t expecting anyone, so I cautiously step to the door and check the peep hole.  

“What the? Why is he back?” I mumble.  

Juan Soto is standing on the other side, looking as impatient as ever. I contemplate not even answering but given Dad’s vehicle is in the driveway, Juan knows he’s home. What he doesn’t know – at least I don’t think he does – is that I’m here too.  

I fling open the door and say in my best sugary voice, “May I help you?” I then gloat at the shocked look on his face.  

“What are you doing here?”  

“Excuse me? This is my house. The question is, what are you doing back? Think of more kind words to say to my father?”  

His brows get all scrunched while his plump lips form a grim line. His gaze is locked on mine, as if those dark brown eyes are searching for the meaning of something he can’t quite figure out. Seconds pass, and I start to feel like a bug under a microscope and quickly look away.  

“We’re actually on our way out, so if you need to speak to my father, better make it quick.”  

“Where ya going?”  

“That’s none of-”  

“Lexi’s birthday party,” Dad says from behind me.  

“Yeah?”  

Dad steps to my side and places an arm around my shoulders. “She also just graduated from the Naval basic training.”  

“You’re kidding me?”  

I narrow my eyes and just barely keep from saying something I’d regret. No, forget that. This jerk doesn’t get to act like this. “You think I’m not capable? Well, think again.”  

Dad gives my shoulder a squeeze as if to calm me.  

“She graduated Valedictorian in her high school and during basic training, she was approached about attending the Naval Academy.”  

“Really?” Jerk’s gaze snaps back to me. “And you turned it down?”  

“Now why would you assume that?” I say.  

“Because their term has already started, so if you accepted, wouldn’t you be in Annapolis right now?”  

“Maybe I’m starting next year.”  

He smirks. The jerk smirks.  

“Are you?”  

“No, she isn’t,” Dad answers. “She’s leaving in a week for San Antonio for more training. Going to become a canine handler.”  

“That so? Well, good luck.”  

I remain quiet while Dad beams. “Lexi’s going to do great.” He looks down at me. “Your mom would be so proud.”  

My heart clenches at the fact Mom isn’t here to share these times in our lives. But I have to believe she’s looking down on us, happy for us. And yes, proud.  

“Now don’t get sad. What’d you tell me earlier? You can’t change the past. You can only move forward.”  

“Sound advice,” Juan says.  

“Yeah, well, Alexis Victoria Chavez has plenty.”  

“Dad...”   

“Alexis Victoria?” Juan chirps, as if he now has some leverage on me because he knows my full name.  

“Just like her Abuela Francesca Victoria Ramirez Chavez, who would also be very proud.”  

“Okay, well, I’m going to get ready.” I turn to face my dad, ignoring the FBI agent in front of us. “We need to leave soon.”  

“This won’t take long, Felix,” Juan says. “Something else I need to talk to you about.”   

I feel him looking in my direction, but I keep my eyes on my dad.  

“Promise not to make you late for your party, Alexis.”  

My head whips in his direction. “It’s Lexi.” I barely manage not to grit my teeth. I try to remain calm, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s getting to me. Turning to my dad, I say, “Be right out. Then we leave.”   

“Enjoy your party. And happy birthday.”  

I walk away, ignoring Juan’s parting words. Then I hear him say something about being feisty. To which Dad just laughs.  

Ugh.  

Men.
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Juan – 4 years later – San Diego

“There’s got to be a break in this case. We’ve got agents everywhere and the border’s covered. What gives?” I slam my hand down on the desk, frustration at an all-time high.

“They’re smart. And elusive.” This comes from Agent Tamala Martins who’s been working with me from the start. “Every time we get wind of their next meet, they move it. They plan a fight, and we think we know where, but we don’t. We’re being fed wrong information to throw us off track. While we give time and resources to a site, they’re carrying on with their operations, raking in the money, and laughing in our faces.”

Her demeanor matches mine, going beyond frustration to downright pissed off.

“Who is our insider and why aren’t we getting the correct information?”

“That’s the bad news I said I had for you.” She removes a photo from a folder and slides it across the desk to me. “Raphael Dominguez was our informant. He was found last night in his apartment by his girlfriend. Pretty sight to come home to, eh?”

I scoff as I glance at the photo. No mistaking his demise when his forehead has a gaping hole in it. “Dammit,” I curse softly, tossing the photo aside. “Obviously, they were suspicious, feeding him wrong info.”

“And then it was confirmed so they took him out.”

“Who’s his handler?”

“Rexburg.”

“I want him in here today. We need to go over every interaction, see if we can trace where the slip-up may have been. And we need someone else on the inside.”

“You know they’re going to be extra cautious. Vigilant. They aren’t going to trust someone new coming in, and I doubt we’d be able to turn anyone. Rats pay.”

“Then tell me what the fuck we’re supposed to do, Tamala? All we seem to know is they moved in swiftly, drugs and money are flying, and dogs are dying.”

“I know, Juan. I’ve seen the results. We’re utilizing our resources as best we can. We’ve begun working with animal shelters and breeders in the area, asking them to notify us or the police if they have suspicious adoptions or requests. There just isn’t enough manpower to scour the city, or beyond, to find where they’re holding the dog fights. I wish it were different.”

I rake my fingers through my hair, blowing out a breath. “I know. Me too. Let’s get Rexburg in, talk to him, then we’ll reassess, see if there’s something we’re missing.”

She nods then pulls her phone out of her jacket. While she contacts Rexburg, I guzzle the remaining dregs of my hour-old coffee, choking down the bitter brew.

“Damn, we need a better source of caffeine.”

Tamala chuckles. “That we do. Ah damn.” She moves her phone away to whisper at me. “Freaking voicemail.”

Stepping out of the office, I make my way to the breakroom to see if there’s anything edible or if I’ll need to plan on going out for lunch. More likely the latter since I didn’t bring anything this morning. I poke through the cabinets and the fridge, finding a protein bar and a soda. Deciding they’ll suffice for now, I snag them and walk to the window to look out at the sunny day. The temps in early October are perfect in my opinion, usually topping at eighty degrees. Great evenings for taking my runs and trying to put the day behind me.

This case landed on my desk two months ago and there’s been no positive progress. Now, our informant is toast and so is my attitude. The bureau had gotten an anonymous call about a dog fighting ring operating in the industrial area along Harbor Drive. Within a week, another call came in about an event as far out as El Cajon. In working with local police, there seemed to be a correlation with residents reporting missing pets; dogs, specifically. Then there’d been drug busts and raids in the same timeframe that revealed a new formula of laced heroine.

Coincidence? I think not.

How long had they been set up and operating? Where were the drugs coming from? Were they only using stolen dogs or were they bringing in their own? If so, how and from where? How had they sniffed out Raphael so quickly? And just who the hell were they? 

Maybe they were gang related. Could be cartel. Someone new moving into the area?

Too many unknowns yet. Time to put more feelers out.

Dog fights, unfortunately, weren’t something new, but their ability to remain so elusive, as Tamala said, was disturbing. We have contacts from prior dog fighting rings, so I’ll make sure they’re being tapped into.

“Hey.” Tamala peeks her head into the room. “I can’t get ahold of Rexburg, so I left a message, stating the urgency. His partner, Sampson, hasn’t heard from him in two days.” She raises her brow. “Curious, eh?”

“Yeah, I don’t like that, nor the fact I wasn’t notified sooner. But let’s give him the benefit until we hear otherwise. Have Sampson start investigating him as a missing persons.” I pop the remaining bite of the protein bar into my mouth and wash it down with the soda. Tossing the can in the recycling bin, I head for the door. Tamala steps back and we return to the office. “Remember that dog fighting ring that was busted up last summer? Parsons worked that case. Anybody get ahold of him, see if he has any contacts, people willing to talk?”

“Yes, I spoke with him earlier this week, said he’d probably get back to me by end of week, which is today. He's been home on daddy-duty.”

“That’s right, his wife just had their first baby last month. Everyone doing well?”

Tamala smiles. “As well as can be with a newborn. Seems the little bugger rarely sleeps unless he’s on daddy’s chest. I expect him to request extended leave for at least another month when his MIL can come and help.”

I chuckle. “Don’t envy that.”

She cocks her head and grins at me. “Not a family man? No plans for children in your future?”

“Unlikely. Especially since there’s no woman in my life.”

“Yeah, there’s that. Maybe one day, eh?”

“Again, unlikely, Canada.” I often call her by that nickname since she’s from Vancouver, BC, and she loves adding eh onto most of her sentences. Correction: her parents came from Canada, securing dual citizenship. Tamala was born in Seattle and spent more of her years in the US versus Canada. 

She snorts. “Fine, but anything can happen in life.”

“Don’t I know it. Anyway, moving on. Let me know what Parsons has to say. Meanwhile, I’m going to check in with Felix, see if he and the crew have heard rumblings or come across any unusual activity.”

“How is Felix? It's been a while since you’ve contacted him for any consulting.”

I shrug. “Haven’t needed to since many of our sources have sufficed. But they’ve got their ears on a lot, especially Felix, given the operation he found himself in years ago. And he has the ability to blend in, in many situations. That man’s a chameleon.”

“Maybe we recruit him for another inside job?”

I shake my head. “Not happening. He’s been through enough and life has been good. Don’t want to disrupt that.”

“Aw, you do have a heart.” She grins.

I laugh. “Yeah, somewhere in here.” I tap my chest with my fist a few times.

“You do. I see past your hardened edges, my guy. Just like I saw past Felix’s.” 

Now it’s my turn to cock my head and grin at her. “Was that a twinkle in your eye? You got a thing for Felix Chavez, Agent Martins?”

“Pft, no.”

But the blush on her cheeks says otherwise. I decide to drop it and not risk a sharp-tongued comment. “How about we regroup with information during lunch. Say, an hour? My treat. We’ll head over to Joya Kitchen.”

“Sounds perfect.” She gives me a two-finger salute and exits the room.

I pick up my personal phone and text Felix.

Me: Available for lunch? 1 hr at Joya Kitchen



His response is immediate.

Felix: If UR buying Im in



I laugh.

Me: See you then



Felix: Heads up on what you need? Im sure this aint a social call





Me: It can be both, but I need insight about recent canine activity. Will say more at lunch



Felix: Got it. 1 hr



Me: thx



Felix replies with a thumbs up emoji. I toss the phone on the desk and sit, opening docs on my computer to check past drug cases. I compile a list of agents to talk with as well as police personnel working narcotics. There’s gotta be a break, some crack we can exploit to find out who’s behind these operations.

After thirty minutes of poring over reports, I close my computer and stand to stretch. I’ve got some starting points and need to be happy with that for now. I take a few minutes to use the bathroom then wash up. Tamala is leaning against the wall next to my office. 

“Ready?” She asks.

“Sure, let me grab my phones.” I walk past her and retrieve the items. “You know you can come into my office, even when I’m not here.” Although Tamala is older than me, I’m the senior agent, having been in the Bureau a few years longer than her. Her background includes Seattle PD before being recruited for the Bureau. Hell of an agent, and I’m lucky to have her on my side. 

She shakes her head. “I’ll respect your space and position and only enter when you’re present.”

“I appreciate that, but know if you need anything or you’re waiting for me...”

“And I appreciate that.”

When she says nothing further, I don’t press. We leave the building and walk to my SUV, the drive taking less than ten minutes. As soon as we exit my vehicle, a motorcycle roars into the parking lot, pulling into the spot next to us. Felix shuts down his bike, dismounts, and removes his helmet, running a hand through his hair. The man’s life has changed for the better and his appearance reflects that. He’s added muscle, tattoos, and his once jet-black unkempt hair now has a clean cut, hanging to his shoulders with more silver than black. Women would certainly call him a silver fox.

He completed a double associate's degree in business and communications, and has been employed with veteran Navy SEAL, Mick Collins – a man I know very well – who owns Collins Security. Mick’s buddy, Antonio Vega, also works for him. In a convoluted way, Antonio could be considered Felix’s son-in-law since he’s married to his stepdaughter, Leesa who is Lexi’s sister. They share a mother.

The logistics of keeping everyone straight in his circle is a task unto itself. There’s a large contingent of SEALs, both active-duty and veterans, plus their significant others. And while Lexi isn’t a SEAL, she enlisted in the Navy, working as a canine handler just under four years now.

Alexis Victoria. Felix’s feisty offspring. I chuckle to myself thinking about the young beauty. But I can’t think of her in any way other than being a former informant’s daughter. I need to remember she’s off-limits. Shame, because she’s a wild one I wouldn’t mind tangling with. And if Felix knew those thoughts, he’d probably shoot me on the spot.

Lexi and I squared off from the start, which isn’t something I’m particularly proud of. Since then, I’ve only had two encounters with her when she’s been home, but it’s been three years since I’ve seen her. Felix has shared a little with our continued acquaintance, but I take every morsel like it’s a feast to be savored. Something about the untouchable can be so damned appealing.

I greet Felix once he’s secured his helmet. “Glad you could join us,” I say, shaking his hand.

“Anything for a free meal. And to catch up, of course.” Felix turns to Tamala and nods his head but keeps his hands to himself. “Agent Martins.”

“Tamala, please. Good to see you again.”

He only nods again. Without delay and to keep the scene from getting awkward, I indicate toward the entrance. “Let’s grab a seat and relax.”

We choose outside seating and begin to peruse the menu in silence, even though Tamala and I have been here enough times that we don’t need a menu. When the waitress returns, I indicate for Tamala to order first.

“I’ll have the steak burrito minus the fries with a salad and Bleu Cheese dressing. And iced tea, please.”

Felix stares at her a moment then places his order. “I’ll have the same but with the fries and extra Bleu Cheese.”

“Iced tea as well?” The waitress asks.

“Yeah, uh, yes, please.”

The waitress turns to me. “And for you, Juan?”

Yeah, we’re regulars. “I’ll have the On The Grind burger, medium, with fries, ranch on the side please, and an iced tea as well. Thanks, Jody.” I gather the menus and hand them to her.

“No problem. I’ll get this started and bring your iced teas out shortly.”

Once she walks away, I get right down to business. We’re seated at the edge of the patio with no one occupying the table nearest to us.

“Felix, can you tell us anything about a new dog fighting operation that sprung up in the past two, maybe three months? There also happens to be a new batch of heroine on the streets in the same timeframe.”

He eyes me while taking a drink of his water. Once he sets his glass down, he flicks a quick glance at Tamala before speaking. “I’ve heard chatter, but nothing concrete. Can’t point you in a direction at this time. But I’ve got a few ideas about where I can find out more. Can you give me more details?”

I go through what we know and what we suspect about the drugs and the dogs, telling him about the correlation with the lost pets as well. “We’ve got agents at the border but haven’t come across anything unusual at the checkpoints. As you know, there’s a lot of territory to cover, so if they’re coming up from Mexico, and they’re determined, they’ll find a way.”

“And the harbor? Incoming ships?”

“Impossible to search every one, and those we have hasn’t given us squat.”

“You’ve had conversations with the animal shelters, breeders, you say?”

Tamala adds to the conversation. “With many, yes, the ones licensed and registered to operate. There are plenty to contact. That’s not to say there aren’t illegal activities, like puppy mills being utilized.”

“Unfortunately true,” Felix says. “I can talk with Leesa, she works at a shelter in Coronado. And there’s Jessica, her friend who’s a canine trainer. See if they might know of questionable adoptions, anything irregular happening in those circles.”

“We appreciate that,” Tamala says.

“Anything to help.”

Jody arrives with our meals and conversation turns to lighter topics.

“You look good, Felix,” I say. “Working with Antonio and Mick seems to agree with you.”

He chuckles while wiping his mouth after a bite of his burrito. “That it does. Haven’t enjoyed anything as much as I do now. I have a purpose. I’m making good money which allows me to make upgrades to the house. I’ve got my family back and then some. I’m good.”

“How is Alexis?”

He cocks a brow at me and smirks. “I believe that’s Lexi to you.”

I laugh. “Yeah, she made that pretty well known. She doing well? Still enjoying service?”

“She is. She’s excelling. Spent a year in Germany, as you already know, then time in Virginia, and now she’s back in Texas. She’s taking leave and will be home in a week. Shall we throw a party?”

I choke on a bite of my burger and quickly grab my napkin to cover my mouth.

“Sorry, man,” Felix says.

“Yeah, I bet you are,” I manage. 

“And your daughter is a canine handler?” Tamala asks.

“That’s correct. She always had an affinity for animals, dogs in particular. After talking with Jessica and a veteran handler about the work, the process, she chose the Navy.”

“That’s amazing. You must be very proud.”

“More than I can say.”

The emotion in the man’s words make my chest tighten. To have that kind of affection and admiration...

“How long will she be home?” Tamala asks.

“Three weeks. She may be up for another assignment and isn’t sure if she’ll make it home for the holidays, so, we’ll make the most of her time home now.”

“If that’s the case,” I start, “then I don’t want to take that time away from you. We can find other agents to get the answers we need.”

Felix huffs a laugh. “I’m not spending every second with her. Lexi will have plans of her own, and I’ll still work some of the time. It’s not a big deal to help. I can do this for you.”

“I appreciate that, Felix.”

“We both do,” Tamala adds. “The more information we can get, the better. This organization needs to be stopped. And if there’s anything we can do to aid you, let us know.”

The man grins. “I’ll be sure to do that. Lunch was a pretty good start.”

Thirty minutes later we’ve finished our meals and are saying our goodbyes next to our vehicles. Tamala steps close to Felix’s bike, clearly appraising the machine.

“Is this a 2023 Breakout?”

Felix looks at her with surprise. “Uh, yeah. You know Harleys?”

She looks at him with a huge smile. “Absolutely. I have a 2020 Softail Standard. Love it. Although the black isn’t bad, I had to go with a custom paint job. Candy apple red, of course.”

He returns her smile. “Right on.”

The two are silent a moment, just grinning at one another. Almost makes me want to tell one to ask the other out on a date. Or a ride together. But I keep my mouth shut about that. Instead, I bring up the case again.

“So, Felix, as Tamala, or Agent Martins said, let us know if there’s anything we can offer on our end. Anything you get will no doubt be helpful.”

He nods. “I’ll let you know what I find out. And thanks for lunch.” He turns his gaze to Tamala. “Enjoyed it.”

“Same,” she says. “Drive safe out there.”

“Always.”

“Okay, well, you’ve got my number. Looking forward to hearing from you.” I extend my hand, and he shakes it.

“I’ll be in touch,” he says then turns to my partner. “Tamala.” He nods.

“Felix.” Her voice is a little breathy, and I have to turn away in the pretense of unlocking my vehicle to hide my grin.

As I step to the driver’s side, Tamala enters on the passenger side as Felix’s bike once again roars to life. We nod at each other before he mounts and drives away. Once I’m settled, I turn to my partner.

“Want me to give you his number?”

Her head whips in my direction, eyes a little wider than usual. “Oh.” She clears her throat. “Only if you think I need it. For communication on the case.”

“Yep. Communication on the case.” I pull out my phone and forward the contact to hers. When we both hear the chime, her hand jumps to reach for the phone but then resettles on her lap. I can’t help but chuckle. “You know, it’s okay if you have an interest in him. It wouldn’t be against regulations to... uh, start something.”

“Like he’d be interested,” she says softly.

I turn my body to face her as best I can while buckled. “And why wouldn’t he? Tamala Martins, without crossing the line, you are an admirable, beautiful, and smart woman, and apparently full of surprises. All these years I’ve known you, and I never knew you rode a Harley. Why is that?”

She looks up and gives me a half smile. “It’s rare we share anything personal. I mean, not like I wouldn’t want to, ya know, to know a little bit more about you and what makes you tick, but I didn’t want to cross that boundary. I just figured you were a keep-it-to-yourself kind of guy, and that’s not a check in the con column. It’s just who you are. Professional.”

I stare at her, letting those words sink in. “Huh. Well, guess I am.” I face forward, staring out the windshield, focusing on nothing. “That’s been my life. Focus on me. Focus on the job.”

“What about your family? Friends?”

“They don’t exist.” Those words are sad and hollow.

“Surely there’s someone.”

I only shake my head, not wanting to get drug down that hole. Turning to her, I say, “Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve already discovered something in common with Felix. He might surprise you.” I wink then start the car, letting the subject drop.

But she doesn’t. “Maybe take some of that advice and apply it to yourself, Agent Soto.”

I chuckle as I steer my vehicle back to the office.








  
  

Chapter Two
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Lexi – a week later – San Diego

I barely keep myself upright as I navigate the walkway after deboarding. The delays were insane. I could’ve driven here faster than it took to fly. But at least I’m home, and I have three weeks, if not longer, to relax and spend with family.

After texting Dad about my travel ordeal, he said he’d arrange for a ride since a ‘work thing’ would prevent him from picking me up. When I suggested contacting Leesa, he said he’d already done that, and she had an emergency at the shelter. He’d apologized for being in a rush, telling me he loved me and cutting the call before I even knew who would be getting me. 

No matter. At least I wouldn’t have to wait for a taxi and trust a stranger. The stories I hear about bad incidents were enough to keep me from using one or any of those app services. Sad to say but unfortunately true.

Coming out of the tunnel and into the terminal, the airport is crazy, busy with people everywhere. I scan the area for familiar faces but see no one I know. Making my way through the crowd, I spot the nearest restroom and debate using it, in case I miss my ride. I decide to post up right where I’m at and see who arrives. In the meantime, I pull out my phone to send Leesa a quick text, telling her I hope all’s well at work. A moment later she assures me it will be and then tells me she’s working tomorrow but there are plans for Sunday at Jessica’s. That bit of news brings a smile to my face. But after tucking my phone away and lifting my head to scan the crowd, it doesn’t take long for my mood to plummet when I notice the man striding in my direction.

Agent Juan Soto.

Really, Dad? Not even Jessica was available? Anton? Someone? 

He doesn’t notice me yet, so I’d have time to slip into the bathroom and avoid him. How long would he stick around until he gave up? I could take a chance with a taxi just this once.

I groan while continuing to watch him as he scans the area, his commanding presence making others move out of his way. Not in a bulldozing way, but subtly, as if they sense him coming and know to give him space. Ladies of all ages give him lingering glances, but he doesn’t seem to notice. I try to see what they see, and as I’ve admitted before, he is a handsome man. But something has changed. He seems edgier, more dangerous, and more confident. More handsome and alluring. Dammit. He’s dressed in slacks and a button-up, both looking crisp. The sleeves are rolled up showing off his lean forearms and tan skin covered in tattoos. Did he get more? He looks like he just left home to head to the office. Must’ve been an easy Friday if the guy can’t show a few wrinkles in his clothes.

The moment his gaze meets mine, his eyes brighten, and his lips curl up. And why does that make my pulse thump a little harder? I gather myself and step away from the wall to meet him in the middle of the walkway.

“Hello, Alexis. Glad you finally made it.”

I remain silent, not feeling snarky yet not daring to upset his surprisingly cheery attitude. Had Dad given him a warning to play nice or is he genuinely being a gentleman.

Must be the fatigue that’s got my brain all mushy.

“Any checked bags to retrieve?”

“No. I’ve got all I need right here.” I nod down to the duffle in my hand.

“Let me take that for you.” Without waiting for my approval, he reaches out to grab a strap. Only I continue to hold on. His gaze meets mine. “Lexi, I don’t want to battle with you. Please, let me assist. Felix told me about your delays, and I’m sure you’re tired.”

My resistance fades and I release the duffle to him. “Thanks,” I mumble.

“Welcome.” He grins. “Come on, this way.”

I walk with him as he leads us through the maze of the airport and out to the parking lot. He unlocks an SUV and places my bag in the back. Just as I reach the passenger side, he’s there, opening the door for me. His nearness causes more pulse jumping. My skin prickles when I feel the heat radiating off him. And his scent is intoxicating. Cologne? Soap? Male? Jeez, what does it matter, I say to myself as I shake my head to clear those ridiculous thoughts. I climb in and buckle up as Juan shuts the door. Leaning against the seat, my eyes start to drift shut as the stress of the past twenty-four hours sets in. I barely register the opening and closing of the driver’s door. The vehicle starting up and the soft hum of the engine. The absence of any sound...

I’m startled awake by a figure looming over me. I gasp as I start to push at an unmoving, solid mass.

“Easy, Alexis,” a low, gravelly voice coos. “I’m just unbuckling you.”

“Juan?”

“Yeah.” I hear the click of the mechanism and the tightness across my chest disappears.

“Where are we?”

“At your house. Let’s get you inside and into bed.”

My head snaps in his direction as awareness returns. His face is right in front of mine, his dark gaze on me as he chuckles.

“Alone, Alexis. You in your bed so you can get some quality sleep.”

“Yeah, right, okay” I mumble. “I got it.”

“I’m sure you do. I’ll get your bag. Did Felix give you the new codes to the door as well as the alarm system?”

“Um, maybe. I’ll have to check my phone.”

“No worries, I got it.”

I’m out of the vehicle, shutting the door. “Since when does my father give you the codes to his home?”

“Since he trusts me?”

Huh is all I can think. What the hell’s been happening since I was home last? I knew Dad was still working with Juan in some capacity. Consulting, he said; but not as an informant. Like there’s a difference? Apparently.

Juan meets me at the front of his vehicle, and we wind our way up the sidewalk to the door. Night is upon us but the automatic lighting around the house gives us plenty of illumination. I don’t bother digging my phone out of my purse since Juan knows the door combo. I keep to the side as he keys in the numbers and flicks the deadbolt. Pushing open the door, he enters and immediately disables the alarm. He then indicates for me to enter, closing and locking the door behind me.

“Want me to take your bag to your room or leave it here?”

“Oh, um, you can leave it here. I’m good. Duty complete.”

He smirks. “Pushing me out the door, Alexis?”

“No need to stay, Agent Soto. I’m safely home. I’ll set the alarm and go to bed.”

“Pull out your phone and make sure you have the codes.”

“Or you can simply tell me. I have a pretty good memory.” 

He stares at me a moment as the corner of his mouth ticks like he’s debating whether to frown or smirk. He then rattles off two series of numbers, telling me which corresponds to the alarm versus the lock. 

“Now repeat them.”

I do so flawlessly. Twice. But just to appease him further, I pull my phone out of my purse, use the fingerprint option to open, and look at my dad’s texts. I then turn the phone for Juan to see since he’s within distance.

Juan grins but continues to stand in place. I’d really like him to leave because I feel ready to collapse. The short snooze during the drive only served to make me more tired.

“Well?” I say with a bit of impatience.

“You’re sure there isn’t anything else I can do for you?”

I snort. “No, Juan, I’m perfectly capable of putting myself to bed.”

I notice an eye twitch and wonder what that’s all about. No matter. I’m tired of this apparent stand-off. I stuff my phone back in my purse and lean forward to grab my duffle. But a wave of dizziness washes over me, and I start to pitch forward. Juan is quick to react, steadying me, bringing me against his chest. A warm, hard as a rock chest that smells so damned good.

I must be deliriously tired.

“Easy, I’ve got you.”

“I’m just tired,” I say softly.

“Yeah, I gathered. And when’s the last time you ate?”

“This morning. Airplane food sucks.”

He chuckles. “That it does. Let’s get something in you before sleep.”

I snort, my thoughts going into dangerous territory.

“Food, dirty girl. Food.”

He steps back and removes my cross-body bag, tossing it onto the couch. He then guides me into the kitchen, pulling out a chair and gently pushing me into it. Then, as if he owns the place, rummages through the fridge and cupboards, pulling out items. I place my head down on my crossed arms and listen to his movements, curious what he’s going to offer. I chuckle again as inappropriate thoughts muddle my tired brain.

“Something funny, Alexis?”

“Why do you insist on calling me that?” I mumble into my arms.

“It’s your name, isn’t it?”

More noises follow then he’s setting something down in front of me and pulling out the chair at my side. He gently caresses my hair, and I slowly lift my head to stare at him. Our eyes lock as his hand stops midair then rests on the table.

“Eat up then you go to bed.”

I look down at what he placed in front of me. There’s a plate with pieces of cubed cheese, slices of what looks like salami, and a handful of almonds along with a glass of milk. The portions are small but enough to get something in my belly and hold me over until after sleep.

“Thanks.” I start to eat as he rises again. He returns within seconds, holding a glass of water which he takes a drink from. “So, what’s Dad involved in now?”

Juan raises a brow in question. “Work?”

I roll my eyes. “Come on, Juan. I know he’s consulting for you, with you, whatever. It’s a Friday night, he’s working, yet you’re the one picking me up from the airport. Which, thank you, by the way.”

He dips his head. “You’re welcome. And believe it or not, whatever he’s doing tonight has nothing to do with me or anything I’m working on. But yes, he does consult from time to time.”

“Do I even want to know? Or better yet, can I know?”

“There’s nothing top secret. I found out the hard way what happens when information is withheld, so, I’ll try not to repeat that mistake.” 

“Ah, so old dogs can learn new tricks.”

He snorts. “I’m not that old.”

“Care to share then?” I pop the last slice of salami in my mouth and grin.

“I’m thirty-five. And since you brought up dogs – since I know they’re near and dear to your heart – I'm trying to bust up a dog fighting operation in which there may also be drugs involved.”

I perk up at that, anger warring with interest. “Dog fighting? For how long? What’s Dad doing on this case?”

“Easy, little girl, we-”

“Don’t little girl me. I’m old enough to be an E5 in the Navy, working with canines who happen to sniff out drugs, munitions, and more. So please answer my question about what my father is doing on this case.”

He sits back and holds up his hands as if surrendering before placing them back on the table. “He’s simply got his ears to the ground, seeing if hears anything from his sources. I’m not putting him in danger, Alexis. I don’t want any harm to come to him anymore than you do.”

I study him, looking for the lie. He sounds sincere and his face shows concern. I’d like to believe him. I’d like to believe he does care about my father.

“How long have you been working on the case?”

“Two months, and we’re nowhere further now than we were then.” I frown, and he lifts his hand to gently smooth my brow. Why I don’t move away is beyond me. “Not to worry, Alexis, we’ll break them.” He holds my gaze as his knuckles skim down my cheek, and still, I remain frozen. When his hand settles back on the table, I resume breathing.

“Felix brags about you. He's so proud, and he should be. From what he says, you’re doing great things. You should be proud as well.”

“Thanks, I am. I love what I’m doing, and I’m glad I chose this route.”

“Think you’ll go the distance to retirement?”

I shrug. “Hard to say right now. I guess it depends on my jobs, my assignments.”

“Advancement,” he adds.

“Yeah, there is that. I don’t want it to become a boring routine. I don’t see that happening but ya never know.”

“With your skill, there’s a place for you in the Bureau or the civilian world. Plus, there’s always training rather than field work.”

“Yeah, plenty of choices. And plenty of time to think about the future.” I cover my mouth as I release a huge yawn.

“All right, time for bed.”

I scoot the chair back, gathering the plate and glass, taking them to the sink. I hear his chair move, and he’s by my side, setting his glass next to mine. He doesn’t touch me, but I still feel his warmth, and I’m tempted to lean into him.

Wait. No, I’m not.

I spin away and exit the kitchen, hoping he’ll follow and leave. His presence is unnerving. Or more accurately, my reaction to his presence is unsettling. I don’t like him, right? I mean, he’s an arrogant jerk. Right? But would an arrogant jerk agree to pick me up at the airport when he could be doing better things on a Friday night? And would an arrogant jerk feed me when I nearly pass out from lack of sustenance?

I lean against the couch, rubbing my temples, tired and confused. I suddenly tense when hands gently land on my shoulders.

“Easy,” Juan whispers. He gives a soft squeeze before releasing and walking around to face me. “Do you know the different settings for the alarm?”

“Uh, no, actually I don’t.”

“Let me show you, then you get some sleep.”

I follow him to the control pad where he shows me how to set the alarm so I can still move about. But if there’s any breach to the doors or windows, it’ll activate.

“Why don’t you go on. You’re ready to pass out. I’ll set the alarm then lock the door once I leave.”

“Okay.” I grab my purse and duffle and look at Juan. “Thanks again for picking me up. Not sure how you ended up on taxi duty since I'm sure you had better things to do tonight.”

He shakes his head. “Nothing else going on. I was happy to do it.”

“Well, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now, go get some sleep, Alexis.”

I roll my eyes and turn away, listening to his laughter. I get two steps away when he says, “And welcome home.”

I look over my shoulder to see his smile. And wow, does it transform his face. Damn, he’s a beautiful man. I feel my own face begin to warm, so I simply nod and turn away before he sees me blushing like an adoring fan who just got a picture taken with their favorite star.

“Sleep well,” he says so softly I’m not sure if I was meant to hear it or not.

I disappear down the hallway and enter my room. I’m glad Dad insisted on keeping a room for me at what is now his house. I mean, yeah, I lived here for many years, and he could’ve told me I’d need to bunk with Leesa, but, he didn’t. I’m already eager for tomorrow when I get to see him and catch up on happenings.

I don’t bother with any more light than what the nightlight is offering. I set my bag on the floor and my purse on top. Extracting my phone, I ensure it has enough battery life before placing it on the nightstand. I listen to Juan setting the alarm then the front door opening and closing, and the beeps of the lock being set. Sinking down onto the bed, I release a long breath.

Did I just have a decent interaction with Agent Juan Soto?

Seems I did.

I chuckle as I stand long enough to pull back the covers, undress, and drop into bed. I’ll worry about hygiene in the morning. I curl onto my side as I drift off, wondering what other surprises are in store for me while I’m home.
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