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      There’s just something fascinating about a man wearing an emblem of authority. The way the light gleams off that shiny star on his badge makes us stare with respect. Couple that with a uniform hugging his body in just the right way, confidence, and mission to save and protect, it’s no wonder we want to know what lies underneath.

      Yes, what echoes deep inside those beating hearts is inspiring. Certainly appealing. Definitely enticing. Although those ripped muscles and strong shoulders can make a woman’s heart skip a beat—or two—it takes a strong, confident person to choose to love someone who risks it all every day. Anyone willing to become part of a lawkeeper’s world might have a story of their own to tell.

      The undeniable charisma lawmen possess make all of us pause and take note. It’s probably why there are so many movies and TV shows themed around the justice system. We’re captivated by their ability to save babies, help strangers, and rescue damsels in distress. We’re captivated by their ability to protect and save, defend the innocent, risk their lives, and face danger without hesitation. Of course, we expect our heroes to stay solid when we’re in a mess. We count on them for safety, security, and peace of mind. From yesterday to today, that truth remains constant.

      Their valor inspires us, their integrity comforts, and their courage melts our hearts—irresistibly. But there’s far more to them than their courageous efforts. How do they deal with the difficulties they face? Can they balance work and life? And how do they find time for love outside their life of service?

      We want to invite you on a journey—come with us as we explore the complex lives of the men and women who serve and protect us every day. Join us in a fast-paced world of adventure. Walk into our tight-knit world of close friendships, extended family, and danger—as our super heroes navigate the most treacherous path of all—the road to love.

      The Lawkeepers. Historical and modern-day super heroes; men and women of bravery and valor, taking love and law seriously. A multi-author series, sure to lock up your attention and take your heart into custody.
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      May 2016

      Mayhew, Texas

      

      “I am so excited,” Cindy Lance breathed aloud to herself as she inhaled the scent of her coffee. She’d spent all night tossing and turning. Her mind was racing with excitement and wonder as she tried to imagine what breed of dog she’d be assigned to in the morning. She was there at Starbucks every morning, faithfully, like clockwork. A creature of habit. Same brew, same time, same location. Grande, bold, with cream and no sugar. Tall, dark and bitter… just like she liked her men, she always joked. Sad thing was, she was bragging about something she had no idea about. It was to make small talk and fit in with the girls behind the counter. She was a self-proclaimed coffee snob and was so grateful that Starbucks now had reward points to keep her habit affordable.

      When she walked in the building, it was the same thing every day. Her life was routine and uneventful. Today was the start of something new, a new chapter to her life. She ignored the humorous smiles, hesitant looks, and occasional glances of skepticism on their faces. She would let nothing, absolutely nothing, bring down her enthusiasm for her day!

      She had a love/hate relationship with her uniform. Loved it, because of the pride in what she did. Hated it, because she always felt like she had a roll over her belt or the pants were too snug. Working out did nothing but give her padding a bit more definition. She was a healthy girl and knew it. No scrawny chick here – and no wimp either. Those smirking men would have their delicate hineys handed to them if she ever had to subdue them. She’d do it and cheerfully hand them their man-card, if the need arose.

      Sexist snobs.

      That was one thing that was tough about what she did for a living. Why on earth couldn’t a pretty woman be a police officer? She’d worked hard on the force to get to where she was… and today it all paid off! She’d been accepted to the K-9 program and her life was about to change forever. The next several weeks would involve training her new partner and becoming the front-line officer for the forensics team.

      Cindy had earned her degree in forensics, whipping herself directly into the academy upon graduation. There were other routes she could have taken, but she wanted to make sure she had a career just in case law enforcement was too much for her to handle. She’d heard tales of failing out because it was no longer “imagining” taking down a perp anymore.

      It was real.

      Real guns, real criminals, a potential lawsuit each time you arrested someone. That was one thing that you were never prepared for. Just when you thought you’d seen everything, there was something new that chilled your soul or made you numb.

      Being a K-9 officer meant you were smart, quick, adaptable. You were now responsible for yourself as well as your partner. It was a dream and she was eager to have a furry partner that wouldn’t whine about having to be out on patrol. Instead, he could hang his head out the window and sling drool around town when they weren’t doing a presentation. That was the other thing that interested her: the chance to talk to others about law enforcement and how the community could help. As a K-9 officer, she would be expected to be the face of the department. Doing tours, speaking at schools and other events.

      She’d been drawn into law and forensics when she’d heard her best friend from high school had gone missing. It was terrifying the not knowing and the wondering what had happened. All of the other students had wanted to help, fanning out in the woods around the neighborhood where she’d lived. No one could have ever imagined that they’d have touched branches in the area, walked around the body or touched the body to check for a pulse. The crime scene had been disturbed leaving a cold trail. Her killer had never been found. This scarred Cindy mentally and she vowed to teach, learn and help other families have the closure they deserved.

      “What kind of dog are you hoping you get? It’s never too late to change your mind, you know,” Chief Jeff Martin told her, interrupting her thoughts. He’d snuck up behind her as she stood by the trash can at Starbucks, stirring in some cinnamon into her coffee in an attempt to try something new. Time to chuck routine out of the proverbial window! He was an overprotective father figure to her and had made her feel welcome from the very beginning at the precinct. She was pretty sure that it was because she reminded him of his own daughter. They were both very fair-haired and about the same height. His daughter, however, was a dentist, not an officer.

      “No. I know. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the chance you’ve given me.” She’d worked hard for this opportunity, but it never hurt to thank the man either. He’d really had her back when one of the other officers had applied as well. She’d been selected based off his glowing recommendation letter.

      “You’ve earned it. Now, seriously, I don’t think they have any corgis or fru-fru dogs. You gonna be okay taking this on?” Rolling her eyes, she smiled at him. Fru-fru dogs? She wasn’t expecting Hooch or Cujo. She also knew it wouldn’t be a breed that would lick the criminal to death and then roll over for its belly to be petted.

      “Don’t be silly. I took down Barnes last time we scrimmaged at the gym. If I can take a big guy down like him, I can hang on to a pup.”

      “I wouldn’t brag if I were you,” he told her with a grin plastered on his ruddy face. “There is something feral about having a hundred pounds of angry dog headed straight for you. Remember, Cindy, I did this. It’s going to be the hardest reward you’ll have ever earned. This isn’t a pet you are taking on. It’s a new partner, a potential weapon that can be just as deadly as your sidearm.”

      “I know, sir. I’m ready.” Or at least she prayed that she was! This was going to be quite a change at her home and in her life. All the books she’d read up on dogs told her to put away things, tuck wires behind bookshelves and to not leave anything out that they could eat or choke on. She’d gotten down on all fours and searched her house, preparing. She felt like a new mom preparing for her baby to start crawling. Her fur-baby. To have a live creature dependent on you at all times seemed so unfathomable, but people adopted pets all the time. This would be like going to the range and picking out a new gun. A weapon that barked and pooped a lot.

      “I’m sure you are. Have you reached out to Wesson yet?”

      “Yes, I sent an email in reply when I was instructed to be at the kennel at nine sharp.” Thinking about it now, she realized that Wesson’s email was very curt. It was all of ten words to her and didn’t even address her as a person at all.

      “Tell him to take it easy on you.”

      “Cause I’m a girl?” she teased, sipping on her coffee.

      “No, cause he’s a bit of an ass.”

      “Language,” she prompted, knowing she sounded like a prude. The others teased her at the precinct. However, she knew in her heart that there were other ways to describe a person or an issue. Colorful metaphors, as Spock put it best in the movie.

      “It’s the truth. You don’t get the nickname ‘Mad-dog’ Wesson for no reason.”

      “Is he insane or mad? Why is he training our canines?” she asked curiously. If the man had issues, he sure didn’t need to be training an animal that could potentially save her life one day. You had to be disciplined, didn’t you?

      “He isn’t nuts, just a bit abrasive. But he has a way with them that is something else. He was military, and I think he earned the name there.”

      “Gotcha. Jarhead the puppy whisperer?” she joked and saw the angry look on Martin’s face. She’d forgotten he was a retired Marine and didn’t appreciate her sense of humor at the jarhead nickname.

      “Sorry.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t call him that to his face if I were you. Get going, Officer Lance, or you will be late. And good luck with your new partner.” Chief Martin grinned and gave a mock salute with his Frappuccino. He was a closet sugar fiend and his frappes were the only sugar he was able to sneak in and hide from his wife, Millicent. She heard him on the phone one day swearing that he drank his coffee black and that his A1C had to be incorrect. The venti frappe in his hand outed him each time his bloodwork was required to keep his Type 2 diabetes in check.

      “Thanks,” she said lightly, shaking her head and laughing. She headed out the door towards her unit that waited in the crowded parking lot near the precinct.

      

      Pulling up to the kennel, she saw that there were a few others already there to get their dogs as well. She wasn’t sure how many were scheduled to arrive, only that she was to be there at nine promptly as per Officer Wesson’s curt email. She’d been the only person from her precinct selected to be assigned to K-9 duties. She was a few minutes early, enough time to chug down the remainder of her coffee and dispose of the cup. Getting out of her car, she ran over to the trash bin and prepared to fling the cup inside, fully intent on joining the others with a moment to spare.

      “NAME?”

      Cindy jumped at the loud bark coming from nearby. Glancing over towards the tall man that yelled at her, she did a double take. He was gorgeous. Tanned, dark hair with a thick five o’clock shadow. Rippled biceps that went on for days. He looked like he could have stepped off the pages of a Men’s Health magazine. The coldest set of black eyes she’d ever seen stared at her like she was vermin.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Did I stutter? What is your name, Princess?” he snapped as he studied the clipboard. Perhaps Chief Martin was correct in his assessment of Mad-dog Wesson’s personality after all. She was the only woman there, so he had to know what her name was. He was just being difficult.

      “Well, it’s not Princess, I can tell you that!”

      “No, it’s apparently LATE or TARDY. Name?”

      “Its eight fifty-”

      “LATE. Name?” he cut off again, tucking the pencil behind his ear as he glared at her. She stood there with her empty coffee cup in hand, stunned at the malice directed her way. What exactly was his problem?

      “Officer Cynthia Lance, Twelfth Precinct.”

      “I don’t care what precinct. I just asked for your name, Princess.” Wesson said abruptly and turned to walk away. Several of the other officers around her held back smirks as their eyes glittered with laughter. She could feel her face flush with heat as her temper rose. Either way, she wouldn’t let him dissuade her or prove to the others that she couldn’t do this. Dropping her cup in the bin, she ran over and joined the others. Falling in line, she listened carefully.

      “You are here to get the animal I assign to you. Some of them are green dogs and others are titled. I don’t care what you prefer because I am here to decide what will fit you. What will suit you. If you are in the field and your life depends on your partner, you want one that will listen to you, trust you. So, no pretty little French poodles,” he said snidely, one side of his lip curling up in a grin that made her fists clench as he looked directly at her.

      “No pretty little puppies. These animals are warriors. They are police, just like you. You will treat them with honor, respect and admiration for the unflinching loyalty you are about to receive from your new partner. If you can’t give that in return, you need to leave now and not waste my time. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” they all called out in unison.

      “Good! Now I have had each of your records sent to me and your profiles from your captains. Social media gives out a lot of information, as well as do some of your buddies at the station. I probably know your personalities, traits and fears better than your own mommies. There will be no questioning my decisions. Ever. Are we clear?”

      “Sir! Yes, sir!”

      “Now, come forward when your name is called. Smith. Carson.” Mad-dog Enoch Wesson’s voice commanded attention and each person ran forward when called as he stood near the kennel door. It took a moment and they were handed a leash, along with a file folder. At the end of the leash were some of the most beautiful animals she’d seen. Strong, almost regal looking as they stood at attention. Two men received Rottweilers. Large, beautiful black animals with orange markings on their faces. Three German Shepherds were handed out, also stunning to see as they stood almost waist high.

      “Lance!”

      Cindy practically leaped forward and headed towards where Wesson stood. As she got closer, she found herself looking him boldly in the face and analyzing his posture. He was studying her, watching her. She felt like it was almost a silent test, one she wasn’t about to fail either. The arrogant man had thrown her off kilter by suggesting she was late, even if she wasn’t! In a silent battle of wills, she stared him down. Black eyes were locked on her clear blue ones. She wouldn’t blink or look away. Glaring at him, she straightened her shoulders and held tight. Silently, she accepted the file folder he handed her and didn’t move a muscle. She stood there for what seemed like forever, until he suddenly gave a slight smile that made her knees weak.

      “Give me the blue leash,” she heard him say over his shoulder. Tearing her eyes away, she noticed that all the shepherds had green leashes and the Rottweilers were on red ones. What exactly was on a blue leash? Looking back at Wesson, she had a sinking feeling of dread in her stomach. Did he hate her for some reason? What had her coworkers told him in her profile analysis? Out of the doorway came the most beautiful dog she’d ever seen. She truly had to fight the urge to kneel down and scratch his belly. This wasn’t a pretty puppy, but a trained officer. She had been given a Belgian Malinois.

      Cindy stared at Wesson in surprise and awe. This was a gift, a true treasure! Malinois were the most intelligent, protective and hardworking animals. But the smile Wesson had given her made her wonder if something was wrong with the dog. Malinois were also known to be destructive and neurotic, but loyal to a fault. Abruptly, Wesson turned away from where Cindy stood and addressed the group.

      “This is your new partner. And in the file, you will see copies of my notes on behavior, training and suggestions. Each dog has been trained to heed my voice, my command. The next few weeks, they will begin learning who you are. If you are shy around your dog, it will be shy. If you are hateful or angry around your dog, you’ll see violent tendencies erupt and I will recommend you be taken from the K-9 unit immediately. We don’t take kindly to abuse or mistreatment of our coworkers – so don’t think you can do it with your dog either.”

      Crossing his arms behind his back, Cindy found herself admiring how broad his shoulders were. Wesson could have been devastatingly handsome, until he snapped his orders out at you. She could practically imagine him at home with his wife.

      Cook! Clean! Wash the laundry! NOW! And her favorite?

      YOU’RE LATE!

      Holding back a laugh, she realized he was still speaking and looking directly at her. “Lance! What is your first lesson?”

      “Get to know your dog and lead them on leash, sir!” she answered quickly, snapping to attention. Good thing she’d studied what her duties and expectations would be.

      “Exactly! Study your folder carefully. Smith? Head’s up – you’d best pay attention. Your dog, Duke, is allergic to dairy and wheat. He has a special diet. Keep him on it or else you’ll have crap all in the back of your squad car and one miserable partner.”

      Glancing down, she saw her dog was staring up at her. A pink tongue was hanging out and it looked almost like she was smiling at her. Her Malinois was a stunning fawn color with black tips to her snout, ears and tail. Dark, intelligent eyes watched her carefully. Opening the folder, she smiled at the scrawled notes inside. Almost as if on cue, she saw a set of military-grade boots just over the folder edge and felt a tug on her arm by the leash.

      “Her name is Duchess. Take good care of her,” Wesson ordered quietly, staring at her with hard eyes. His black eyes burned into hers as if he were still judging whether or not she was up to the job.

      “It’s my honor to do so,” Cindy replied truthfully and snapped the folder shut. “Come on, Duchess. Let’s test your legs a bit, shall we?” This time, it was Cindy who turned and walked away from Wesson before he could do anything else or yell at her again. Squaring her shoulders, she held the leash tautly until she got to the path and began to jog. Duchess fell into pace beside her, her dark muzzle practically curled up and eyes alight with excitement. Oh yes, her Malinois was a perfect choice for her. If Wesson wasn’t such an ornery toad, she might thank him someday for the selection!
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      Being away from patrolling the streets and working directly under Enoch Wesson had to be the hardest thing she had ever done. Long days in the sun, doing vigorous routines over and over again, were tough. Having Duchess was wonderful… but hearing repeatedly at how she’d screwed up was eating at her psyche and destroying her confidence in being able to handle the responsibilities of a K-9 unit.

      “Lance! Don’t play with her, we are training!”

      “Princess! Your animal is thirsty. Get some water!”

      “Are you even paying attention?”

      “Focus on your tone! Command! Don’t ask!”

      “Get the baggies and clear the yard, Lance.”

      That particular phrase was the one she hated the most. There was nothing worse than getting assigned poo-duty for a team of dogs. It was bad enough to clean up after one or two dogs. But a kennel full? Wesson had apparently taken a severe dislike to her. She’d been assigned poo-duty three times in the last two weeks. More than her fair share!

      It was miserably hot outside and today she’d been assigned her favorite chore yet again. Cindy had to restrain herself from rolling her eyes when it was called out. Wesson was extremely handsome, but it was a true shame that his personality didn’t match the outside packaging he was born with! He was what you’d call a typical bad boy persona.

      She realized that the second day when a tall, thin, blond woman showed up at the kennel to speak with him. It was glaringly obvious they were a couple. She was doing her best to plaster herself on him closer than his black cotton t-shirt. His dark hair, scruffy beard and tanned skin stood out against her shocking red outfit. She was dressed in something that resembled an overgrown tube sock hiked up around her chest. It was practically shameful how snug the material was. She was fawning all over Wesson and he looked like he wasn’t impressed. It was an act, she was sure of it.

      As Cindy bent over to pick up another handful of “punishment” left in the grass by an unknown dog, she happened to glance up. She saw the woman was glaring directly at her as she was walking to her car. Straightening up, she stared right back. She wasn’t afraid of a challenge, even an unknown one.

      Kill ’em with kindness, her mother always said. Smiling widely, she waved her filthy, gloved hand at the woman in a mock salute and began to laugh. The look of disgust from the woman as she jumped in her vehicle was priceless. Squealing her tires, she threw her car into reverse and peeled out. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Wesson watching the scene. His face was expressionless as he turned and walked off.

      Thankfully, today was Friday and she would have the weekend to relax at home with Duchess. In the evenings, Cindy had been so exhausted from training that they would just spend time together on the couch or in her bed laying there. Duchess seemed to like re-runs on television just as much as she did. It made her smile to see her pretty, little head cock to the side as she stared at the screen.

      Looking around, she noticed that she was the last officer to leave yet again. Sighing, she gave a whistle bringing Duchess to her side. “C’mon, girl. Let’s go home.” As she walked to the kennel, she deposited the baggies in the trash receptacle and opened the door. The cool breeze of the air-conditioned interior gave her goosebumps at the temperature change.

      “You done?” Wesson’s deep voice asked her from the office. She couldn’t see him, but the lights indicated that he was there. Had he waited for her? No, surely not. Especially when he had such a gorgeous wife or girlfriend waiting on him.

      “Yes, sir.” As done as I plan on being for tonight! she thought to herself. She was positive that there would be plenty more for her when he decided to reprimand her again. It would probably be sooner, rather than later, too… if today’s harsh look was any indication. Why did the man have a bone to pick with her? What had she done?

      “Thank you for your help,” he said quietly, appearing in the doorway. His dark eyes held hers for a moment before she looked away. Beauty was skin deep with this winner. He was breathtaking – but only to look at. She saw that he almost looked sincere but the fact that he was thanking her for assigning her to poo-duty rubbed her the wrong way.

      “You’re welcome. You told me to clean up and I listened. Just like the dogs, right? Command and obey?” She knew that she had a nasty tone to her voice, but she was hot and stunk something fierce. They all wore full uniforms to create a routine for the dogs. Wesson did not. He actually had the good graces to flinch at the truth in her words, surprising her. He held out a bottle of water towards her as an unspoken peace token. Cindy stared between him and the bottle for several moments. She was thirsty, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to forgive. She was really upset about being assigned poo-duty again. For nothing, too! Several officers made a face at having to run laps in the heat, so why did he pick her?

      “Sorry about that, but I do appreciate the help.”

      “I really need to wash my hands,” she admitted finally, nodding. “If you don’t mind hanging on to that bottle of water for a few minutes?”

      “Certainly. Go ahead.”

      Cindy stepped back and ran to the ladies’ room. Her hair was completely disheveled. Several wisps had slipped from her bun atop her head, making her look like she had a crown of blond feathers circling her face. Her cheeks were pink from the heat of the day and her polyester uniform. “Ugh, you look like a real catch,” she muttered to herself, staring in the mirror. Washing her hands thoroughly, she splashed water on her face in an effort to calm the redness down.

      Stepping out, she saw that they were no longer alone. The tall, blond woman had shown up yet again at the kennel. It had only been a few moments since she’d left. Cindy figured that she had probably gotten down the road and made a U-turn. She’d repeatedly come by, but only a moment at a time. She never stayed long at all. Today, she wore a black dress suit with a set of heels that had to be four inches tall. She was never dressed shabbily, and it was always in something that would make her mother blush. She never understood how women walked around in shoes like that. Cindy could trip over linoleum and look klutzy.

      “Putting in a little overtime tonight?” Cool green eyes focused on her with an acidic smile as she pushed her thick, blond hair back from her face. The amount of hairspray in her hair had to be staggering because when her hand attempted to move the curly cloud, it lifted in a great big poof and fell back into the same exact spot.

      “Just finishing up. Thanks for asking.”

      “Your water?” Wesson asked her politely, extending the bottle towards her. The woman’s hand lay on his arm, as if to push his arm back down away from Cindy. He brushed her hand away like it was a fly bugging him. Yep, bad boy attitude all right and she was not a fan in the slightest.

      “Actually, I think I am good. Have a nice evening, you two,” Cindy said quickly and darted out the door with Duchess hot on her heels. She felt the urge to get away from there was fast as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Cindy drove home absent-mindedly. She barely saw anything on her drive other than Wesson’s dark eyes. She felt like an idiot. Something in her kept saying that he was trying to apologize or make amends. But each time she thought about him, she felt like a fool all over again. The man was probably trying to be nice to avoid a lawsuit or something. She was the only girl on the team and could claim that he was picking on her. But she wasn’t like that. And honestly, if she would listen and pay attention, she might not be in trouble so often.

      What was it about him that distracted her to no end? Perhaps if she paid attention more then maybe he would ease up on her. She was three weeks into the program. This meant she had another four to six weeks under his tutelage. That was a long time to have to clean the yard of doggie excrement. Sighing, she sat there in her driveway waiting for some sign that she hadn’t made a mistake taking on the K-9 program. This was by far harder than she’d ever imagined. It was tough work training a dog, but tougher still was the puzzle of her instructor.

      Mad-dog Wesson was a myriad of things. Gorgeous, ornery, angry, smiling and simply sexy as could be. The man could sell popsicles to an Eskimos in January – if he put his mind to it. All he had to do was offer her a cool bottle of water and she was considering accepting the olive branch he was extending. If that blond floozy hadn’t been there, she might have tried to talk to him and find out what his deal was.

      How could he marry or date a woman like that? She was so far opposite of what he was personality-wise. Now, if you took a photo of the two of them, she was perfect for him with her model-esque physique and his rugged good looks. But the second he went to order someone around on the field, he snapped like a dog barking. The woman reminded her of a calculating animal. Potentially a rabid one.

      Maybe a pit viper?

      “I just need to know I’m not making a mistake trying to be a part of the K-9 program,” she prayed aloud. “I could use a sign or some sort of direction.”

      As if in response, Duchess lay her head down on her arm that hung on the base of the steering wheel at that very moment. Deep, soulful eyes watched her and gave a slight whine. Smiling sadly, she said, “You are never a mistake, girl. I just wonder if I am cut out to be your puppy-mommy sometimes.”

      Duchess barked several times quickly, as if she understood. Smiling, she affectionately petted her long, silky ears. “All right, all right. Let’s go inside and watch some TV together. I think I have some baby carrots for you and a pint of Ben & Jerry’s for me. Maybe I could try just a bit harder in the training class, so you and I can be besties… as well as partners.”
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      Determined to turn over a new leaf, Cindy was on her best behavior on Monday morning. She had felt like a brown-noser when she ordered two cups of coffee at Starbucks during her usual stop. But instead of giving Wesson one, she chickened out and guzzled down both before exiting the squad car. That only resulted in her being miserable all day from caffeine overload, the diuretic and the swampy black uniforms in the sun. The good news was that she was getting a heck of a tan. The bad news was that it was from the neck up. Maybe this next weekend, she’d lay out in the back yard and try to even things up a bit. Not that anyone would ever see her tan lines.

      Paying attention and focusing on the drills they were running, she realized that Wesson really knew the animals and the people there. She realized that Smith responded best by feeling important. Wesson would ask him to demonstrate and the expression on Smith’s face was priceless. Garner’s dog liked to play, which was funny because their personalities matched. He was a goofball and acted up each time Wesson wasn’t looking. It went on and on. Each person had a trait that he’d narrowed down and focused on in order to exploit it. So, what was the deal with her? Was she the “Bounty-the poo-picker-upper-extraordinaire”?

      Not hardly.

      Friday, after a week of actually doing well and trying to be on her best behavior, she arrived early at the kennel with the extra cup of coffee. Her heart thumped nervously as she saw another squad car arrive for the morning drills. She wanted to get into the office, drop it off and say hello – then get on the field before anyone saw her.

      “What’cha got there, Lance? You bring me a coffee, too?”

      “Perkins, your coffee is waiting at the store. I’m just cleaning out some trash from my car,” she sassed and stuck out her tongue. Sighing, Cindy pitched the full cup of coffee and her half-empty one in the trash. Well, there goes five bucks wasted! she thought. She could have given it to Perkins if he wasn’t such a snitch. He was the one that tattled on her constantly. The man watched her more than Wesson did, if that was even possible!

      “Lance! Perkins! If you two are done chit-chatting, I could use some help setting up. We are going to do something different today,” Wesson interrupted. Cindy tugged on Duchess’ leash, but it looked like she didn’t need much encouragement. The Malinois was practically running down the small, grassy hill that was near the parking lot to the kennel. Little traitor, she thought affectionately and wondered if Duchess preferred the grumpy man to herself.

      Following the dog, she saw that Wesson’s hair was wet and looked almost slicked back. For a brief moment, she pictured him in the shower, water cascading down a chiseled, tan torso and promptly tripped over her own feet. Cindy landed face down in the grass, knocking the air out of her. Duchess ran back and began licking her face to comfort her. Thankfully, it was clean grass she landed in!

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled, embarrassed. Wesson stood there with his hand extended to help her up. She ignored the hand and instead jumped up on her own, nervously looking anywhere but at him.

      Mercy me, he was beautiful! she thought, flushing. Perhaps she could wear sunglasses today and get an eyeful without him noticing that she was staring at him. He pulled his hand back and shoved it in the pocket of his khaki pants. She could have sworn he looked offended at the refusal of aid. But then again, that would imply that he’d cared if she was hurt. She knew better than that.

      “Let’s go then,” he barked and walked off from where she stood dusting off the grass clippings from her knees.

      Rolling her eyes, she followed Perkins and Wesson inside. Opening a side door, she watched him flip on the light to a basement. “There’s a range down here and we are going to see how the dogs do around loud noises. We’ll fire off a few rounds and see how they go. As to prevent a complete meltdown, especially since this is the first time the dogs have been introduced to anything this loud, we’ll go one or two at a time. We don’t need seven traumatized animals in a narrow room. Someone will get bit. Perkins, as the others show up, have them take a seat. Lance, head on down and I will be right there.”

      Walking down the steep stairs, Duchess nearly bowled her over as she darted between her legs to head down first. It wasn’t like she was tiny, no! It was a large mass of fur, muscles and enthusiasm shoving past her with all the force and fury of a doggy-tornado. Grabbing the handrail, she heard Wesson sigh loudly behind her. She knew exactly why, too – she didn’t have a tight enough hold on the leash.

      “I know, I know! You don’t have to sigh like that. Tighten up on the leash, right?” Cindy snapped. She felt shame and embarrassment heat her cheeks at her rookie mistake. It was one thing to act like you had everything under control. It was completely another to be shown up in front of the instructor. That exaggerated sigh felt like her nose was being rubbed in it.

      “Yes. You know why, too, right?”

      “She is endangering me or others when not in control.” Don’t get defensive, she thought. Wesson was right, and she was still learning, obviously. Luckily, she wasn’t injured at the bottom of the stairs to boot!

      “That’s my response word for word, yes.” She refused to look over her shoulder at him, hearing the surprised and smug tone of his words. There was something about his cocky, arrogant ways that really got under her skin.

      “I do listen, you know.”

      “I never said you didn’t. I would just prefer not to have you fall down the stairs and break your leg, or your neck.” She’d just been thinking that very thing and had to agree wholeheartedly. The idea of tumbling down stairs for the sake of an excited puppy that was the size of a small horse was not her idea of fun. Duchess sat just ahead of her looking like she was ready to play. Her dark eyes watched Cindy, and her tail thumped excitedly.

      “Me, too.” Cindy admitted aloud and got to the bottom of the stairs and saw the small, three-lane range. No wonder he didn’t want all of them down there! It was just the two of them, well three with Duchess, and it felt snug. The room was barely ten feet wide, yet the length of the range resembled a bowling alley as it went on for quite some ways. Guides at the top near the ceiling were used to drag targets downrange for practice. It was still used, evident by the shells on the floor swept into a corner next to a nearly full bucket of casings.

      “Go ahead and fire off a round or two,” he ordered. But there was something in his voice that made the hair on the back of her neck stand.

      “Already? You aren’t going to prep me for what to expect from her?” Cindy asked skeptically. Was he trying to set her up to fail? Did he give everyone a hard time or was it just her? She knew that she wasn’t a favorite student, but it sure felt like a set up by him.

      “I think you’ll be surprised like I was. She is a really sweet little lady and does well under pressure. She’s a bit headstrong and sometimes flighty. But when a job needs to be done, she’s the best out there.”

      There was a timbre to Wesson’s voice that she’d not heard before. She tore her eyes from the range to look over her shoulder at where Wesson stood. His face was unreadable, eyes piercing. His brown hair was now slightly disheveled, and a lock fell on his forehead from where the combed back wet locks had dried and curled up. His stern expression had softened slightly as he watched her. His dark eyes were unreadable, as if he were trying to hide something from her… or himself.

      “You aren’t talking about just Duchess, are you?” she blurted out before her brain could stop the rush of words from flying out of her mouth. She wished she could take it back, but it was out there now. Had he been describing her or the dog? If it was the dog, she’d be humiliated. If it was her? She was slightly miffed at the term flighty being applied to her persona. Swallowing hard, she stared at him looking for any signs that she was wrong or that she’d messed up by speaking aloud her thoughts. Seeing no condemnation in his face, they looked at each other as if they were measuring up the other person. Almost like two wrestlers sizing up each other in the ring before a fight.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Thank you – I think. Flighty? Really?” she asked, her eyebrow arching at the description. She’d never been called flighty in her life. Daydreamer, yes. Unorganized, of course. But flighty? Cops couldn’t be flighty or distracted. It could get someone injured or killed. She was slightly insulted by the comment, but the expression on his face was the only thing that made her realize that it wasn’t meant as an insult but affectionately.

      “Flighty.” Wesson acknowledged, repeating it again with a wide smile that made her knees go weak. Oh yes, definitely a term of endearment. Her heart thumped wildly, and she looked away from him, suddenly unsure of herself. He crossed his arms on his chest and propped one foot up behind him to lean on the wall. “Go ahead, fire off a few. Release her leash first and order her to sit.”

      Cindy did so and was pleased to see Duchess obey the simple command the first time. Drawing her gun, she pulled the trigger and jumped at the loud pop that was enclosed in the basement. Normally when she went to a range, she wore ear protection. Duchess couldn’t though, and it didn’t seem very fair that she be exposed to what could be a terrifying sound – and she wasn’t.

      To her surprise, Duchess sat there quietly wagging her tail happily. She had a sudden sinking feeling in her stomach that maybe her initial thoughts that giving her the Malinois was genuinely a set up after all. But that couldn’t be! She acted like she was listening when Cindy spoke to her. Could she be acclimated to the sound of gunfire already? And if so, how?

      “It doesn’t bother her at all? Is she deaf or was she trained for someone else?”

      “No,” Wesson admitted easily with a small laugh. “She’s been exposed a few times. Want to fire off a few more? Or maybe talk while we have a moment alone?” He uncrossed his arms and stuck his hands in his pockets. His dark eyes sparkled in the fluorescent lights as he looked at her. The man was too good-looking to be in a small room with. The tiny range suddenly felt like the walls were closing in around her.

      “Talk about what?”

      “Tell me about yourself.”

      “Why?” she asked warily. Wasn’t he taken already? Having him look at her with intent and purpose was heady. She’d never, ever be the other woman or a homewrecker! But having him focused on her made her hands itch to smooth that lock from his forehead and feel that scratchy beard. The temptation was there, and she was fighting it with everything in her.

      “Because I’d like to know the real you that isn’t in the folder that your chief gave me.”

      “I thought you were seeing someone or married?” she asked candidly, embarrassed that her voice sounded hopeful. She quickly crossed her arms on her chest, almost as if she wanted to protect herself.

      “Nope.”

      “What about that blond woman that keeps showing up?” Her face reddened and she hoped he couldn’t see it. She didn’t want to know about her, but she wasn’t going to fall for the world’s oldest trick in the book either. She was confident enough to never be someone’s toy. And if that floozy was still sniffing around, then she wasn’t interested either – despite what her body told her!

      “She’s not my concern.”

      “I’m willing to bet money that she thinks that she is!” The coolness of his words stung her. She almost felt sorry for the woman, to be tossed callously aside like this. That irked her to no end.

      “Are you jealous?” The hopeful smile on his handsome face made her want to wipe it right off, except she had no intention of being down here alone with him much longer. This was obviously a ploy to get her alone and she wasn’t a fan of it at all.

      “I have absolutely no reason to be.”

      “Is Perkins seeing you?” Wesson suddenly asked, putting his boot down off the wall and standing. He’d stopped leaning against the wall and didn’t look casual anymore. He looked… disturbed at the idea. His eyes were looking away from her and a frown marred is brow.

      “Perkins?” she squeaked out shocked. The idea of Perkins being her significant other made her skin crawl. The man was positively abhorrent and annoying. “Absolutely not!”

      “Good.”

      “You’re something, you know that? You think that you can get me alone and just start chatting it up like we are buddies? You have snapped at me, yelled at me and practically unloaded on me several times! I just don’t get it.” She finally blurted out the questions that she’d been dying to ask for the last few weeks. “Are you picking on me? Did I do something to you? Resemble someone you dislike?”

      “Not at all, but I do expect more out of you.”

      “Settle for less, okay? You are giving me a complex!” she retorted. She knew that she sounded like a nag, unloading on him like this, but it was all true. She’d truly felt picked on and now he was wanting to chit chat? He looked almost happy that she wasn’t dating Perkins. But frankly, it was none of his business who she chose to date.

      “I’ve never settled in my life and won’t start now. When you settle for something or don’t give it your all – things happen. People get hurt. When you dedicate yourself or want something, you go after it. You don’t settle.”

      “We are training. No one’s gonna get hurt.”

      “I am trying my hardest to keep it that way. Do you have any hobbies you like?”

      “I think we are done with the lesson. Aren’t we?” Cindy suddenly cut off and headed towards the stairs, Duchess following close behind. He was pursuing her, and it was obvious. “I don’t know that I am ready to talk about myself with you or anyone else. Maybe in the future when training is over or, or…” she hesitated and saw the cold mask he wore in class was suddenly in place as he followed her from the range.

      “No problem.”

      “Are you sure because I don’t want to be on clean up duty in the yard anymore.” Cindy threw that in for good measure. She’d spoke her mind, might as well get it all out in the open and off her chest while she had his undivided attention. The expression on his face was almost stony as he stared at the wall, avoiding eye contact.

      “Duly noted. I will keep it strictly business, Officer Lance.”

      

      Walking up the stairs, her mind was swamped with feelings of regret and sadness. Everything in her kept saying that she’d made a mistake pushing him away. She knew it wasn’t one, however. He didn’t seem like he was available, even if he claimed he was. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by a romantic entanglement that could cause drama or conflict for her at work.

      As she took her seat, she watched as others took their turns heading down and she could hear the pops as they shot off their guns. This embarrassed her because if she could hear their guns firing, they could also hear hers. She’d only shot a few rounds. The rest of the time, they’d been alone and talking. The others didn’t know that! They looked at her and she imagined that they were judging her or assuming the worst. Perhaps poo-duty wasn’t the worst thing that could happen to her.

      The day dragged by and it couldn’t end soon enough for Cindy. She assumed that she would be chosen again to clean the yard in retaliation for her turning him down. Instead, she almost grinned as Perkins was ordered to do it. Perkins grumbled and muttered under his breath as they filed out of the building.

      She chanced a glance at Wesson, only to see him looking down at the desk sorting through papers. She wanted to say thank you yet couldn’t. Instead, she walked out of the room with Duchess into the evening air. She headed to her squad car and sat inside for several moments with it running, staring at the building and lost in thought. The others pulled out of the parking lot and yet she remained until she saw a little, black roadster pull in. Sure enough, and just like clockwork, that blond woman arrived dressed in a short, strappy sundress that would make your momma blush.

      Shaking her head, she threw the car in reverse and backed out of the parking lot. He’d lied. The proof of it strutted down to the building where Wesson was still located and looked like she owned the place. The regret was gone from earlier, replaced with a sadness she couldn’t explain.
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      Cindy pulled her car into the parking lot of the A&P grocery. It was a small store that seemed to have been there in town forever. There weren’t many large chains here, much less a big-box grocery store. Walking in, she held the leash tightly and grabbed a cart. She was tired, miserable and planned on trying to do away with the sadness she felt right now.

      Picking up a box of Epsom salt, as well as a few other necessities, she headed to the front of the store where the empty registers sat to get in line at the one that was open. Small town, small demand. Tonight, she’d go home and soak in a hot bath with a pint of ice cream. Tomorrow she intended to lay out and had picked up a small, blow up pool, so she didn’t cook in the sun. Plus, it would give Duchess someplace cool to play as well until her nails tore up the plastic. That was okay in her book because she only intended to use it for a bit. It would serve its purpose and then be disposed of.

      Distracted, Cindy didn’t even realize that everyone had stopped around her and they were staring. Glancing up from the magazine she was thumbing through in the checkout line, she came face to face with an angry set of eyes and a large mass of blond, frizzy hair.

      “You tramp!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me! You stole my man!”

      “Miss, lower your voice –”

      “Why? Because you don’t want the town knowing that you stole my man? What a piece of trash you are?” Cindy was surprised to see that she wasn’t crushed or crying. Instead, she looked like an angry child that had their favorite toy taken away. Didn’t she care about him or what he must be feeling? Didn’t she care how carrying on in public would be tied to them both?

      “That’s enough now,” Cindy began in a calm voice only to be interrupted yet again.

      “No! You listen to me!”

      “Miss, you are causing a public disturbance. Do not make me take you in.” Cindy put on her calmest expression and set down the magazine she had in her hand. Duchess sat next to her and was watching the woman. In a very controlled movement, she wrapped the leash around her wrist one more time. If this distraught woman made a move to attack her, she didn’t want Duchess to attack. They’d not covered that yet in class and she wasn’t completely sure that “sit” or “heel” would make her behave.

      “Why? For saying the truth?”

      “Penny?” Cindy kept her eyes trained on the blond yet turned and spoke with the cashier in a very cool, tight voice. She needed to distance herself and Duchess from the situation that was becoming out of control. She would either be leaving the scene, or she would be arresting the woman so she had some time to cool off. “If you can put this up for me in the freezer? I’ll be back for it shortly, once I have finished down at the station.”

      “Yes, Officer Lance.” The young girl stared at her, wide-eyed at the scene. Cindy could only imagine what the others must be thinking as she saw that it wasn’t only the cashier and the customer ahead of her, but the manager had exited his office to see the public fiasco as well as the produce clerks and several stock boys. Everyone wanted to see what the excitement was!

      “You aren’t arresting me, you hussy! You can have him, if you want him that badly!” She stormed out, her heels clacking behind her loudly. Her fists were bunched up angrily and she slammed one against the door glass as it didn’t move out of her way fast enough.

      Cindy attempted to look casual. She went back to thumbing through the magazine and prayed that everyone else would get back to what they were doing as well. Small town drama tended to spread like wildfire and become exaggerated as the story was told and retold. She didn’t know what bothered her more: the idea of the gossip that she’d be the center of or the fact that Wesson had ended any relationship he’d had with the woman. Was it because he was interested in her that he’d done so?

      Her hands were trembling as she held the magazine nonchalantly in an attempt to act normal. She finally heard the beeping of the register again, as it continued ringing up the woman that stood in front of her in line. It was sure to be all over by tomorrow that she had taken someone else’s significant other.

      She wanted that bath, ice cream and, perhaps, a good cry at the confusion her soul felt. Her peaceful world had been turned upside down and she wanted that serenity back. She thought she was ready for change, but maybe it was a bit more than she was expecting. Change could come in many forms and it might not be just little Duchess. Perhaps, tonight after indulging in all three guilty pleasures, she’d spend some time asking for guidance at how best to move forward during her prayers this evening. Until then, she would do her best to have everything settle down around her and avoid any conflict that might arise.
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      “Officer Lance! Why do you not have your animal on a leash?” Wesson roared out in disbelief at her arrival this morning. It had been five weeks of grueling lessons with Duchess and the horrible Mad-dog Wesson. It seemed like every single day she was doing something that caused him to frown or yell at her. The last week was the most peace she’d had at the kennels until he’d asked to get to know her. He’d backed off of her during training, but his expression and words burned in her mind. That fiasco at the grocery store had made her nervous and she found herself avoiding heading into town, instead hanging around the house and practicing with Duchess at home.

      “Sir, permission to speak?” She stood at attention and looked at a spot just over his shoulder, refusing to look at those harsh, black eyes that she knew were burning with intensity. He was frustrated and angry – and it showed! She was still trying her best to find peace in her own turbulent life. She’d found herself wondering what had happened between Wesson and the blond… and what it would mean for her.

      “Please do! Speak away, Princess!”

      “It’s Duchess,” Cindy bit out carefully, correcting him and ignoring the snickering laughter around her. No doubt, they had heard the rumors of the confrontation at the grocery store and had noticed that the blond woman was not coming around anymore. It didn’t take rocket science to put it all together. “Not Princess. And I have bonded with my animal. She listens, obeys, and we trust each other.”

      “Oh really?” Wesson drawled in disbelief and wonder on his handsome face. “You hear that? They trust each other! Officer Lance knows better than I do on how to raise her dog. Smith! Get me a sleeve, NOW!” He angrily looked at her directly. Why? Shouldn’t he be glad that she felt confident in her bond with Duchess? She was learning rapidly and felt like she was progressing in lightning pace compared to the others.

      “A sleeve?” Cindy questioned as Smith raced into the building and returned with a large, padded bite sleeve and guard. Watching the scene unfold, she felt sick to her stomach as she realized that he was going to have Duchess attack the poor man. Or perhaps, she’d get to see Duchess gnaw on Wesson a bit since he insisted on calling her “Princess” all the time. To her absolute horror, Wesson grinned wolfishly and threw the sleeve at Cindy’s feet.

      “Three. Twoooooo,” he drawled out pointedly and crossed his arms on his chest. That smug, arrogant smile made her skin crawl and gave her goosebumps. Cindy flew into action as she realized that he was going to have the dog attack her, not himself or Smith. She yanked the sleeve onto her arm forcibly just in time as he counted down to one. Her hands shaking in disbelief at what was about to occur, she braced herself.

      “One.” Cindy glanced up in time to see Wesson uncross his arms and hunker down like he was prepping for a fight. It was she that needed to be prepared, right? Or was this another lesson? Then she heard the command in his strong voice.

      “Duchess! ATTACK!”

      Her sweet Malinois that she’d petted, groomed, fed and loved over the last several weeks became some feral demon she didn’t recognize. Brutal, tearing, grunting whirls of fur and teeth were hurled at her in record time. Hard pressure on her forearm as Duchess clamped down on the padded sleeve caught her by surprise, causing her to grunt in pain. Her eyes broke contact from Wesson’s but not before she saw his face pale and his expression become pinched. Her eyes closed against the pain and shut out everything around her but what was happening in this very moment. Handle the situation, Cindy! she thought frantically as she heard snapping and growling. She was jerked bodily around and staggered to keep from losing her footing in the grass.

      Thank God for the padding!

      “Duchess!” Cindy roared with force that made her throat raw with the effort. “Duchess! SIT! DOWN!” – and just like that, Duchess abruptly released the padded sleeve, allowing her to breath in relief as the pain disappeared. She sat on the grass, looking up at her and wagging her tail expectantly. Horrified, she stared at Duchess’ happy face and caught her breath. Her heart was beating a mile a minute at the experience.

      It was humbling and terrifying.

      She couldn’t imagine being the recipient of that again, yet she now knew it was coming and what to expect. She wanted to collapse in the grass. But frankly, she was scared of the weapon that was lolling her tongue at her. “Respect your animal” he’d told them, and she understood why. She didn’t even realize that Wesson had walked up to her until she felt a pat on the shoulder.

      “Good job, Princess. You can skip the leash since you have shown control. Now, praise her for following orders and let’s move on.”

      Shocked, Cindy’s mouth dropped open and she just stared at him in disbelief as he casually walked away like nothing had happened. As he glanced over his shoulder at where she stood, she saw a rush of pride, sadness and regret in his eyes. He turned away from her and she felt a burning in her heart. Rage, fear, accomplishment and a sense of longing as she stared at his back. She was proud of herself and able to handle what he tossed her way. She also wanted to jump into his arms and celebrate. This feeling surprised her, as did the intensity of it. Hands trembling, she dug a baby carrot out of her pocket. She found herself hesitating before kneeling down to give it to Duchess. She had a newfound respect for her partner and her instructor.
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        * * *

      

      Gathering up her gear, Cindy prepared to head to her house to nurse her shaken nerves and put some ice on her arm. She was sincerely glad that there had been padding, because those canine teeth were pretty sharp. Her forearm was riddled with several spots that the pressure had been too much for her delicate skin, leaving tiny purple circles in several places.

      “Let’s go home, Duchess. Mommy needs some ice cream and you can have a pupsicle, okay? You did good scaring the poo out of me, sweetie,” she crooned as Duchess wagged her tail happily.

      “Pupsicles aren’t good for her.” She heard Wesson’s voice from behind her. Flinging the pack onto her back, she glared at him, bracing herself for the next attack or confrontation. The last two weeks since that moment at the gun range, they had been avoiding each other. Oil and water, fire and ice.

      “Well, honestly?” Cindy lashed out, turning on Wesson. “This puppy-mommy could use a big whopping beer right about now instead of ice cream! But since I don’t drink, and Duchess sure doesn’t, it will have to do!”

      “No. She can’t,” Wesson smirked knowingly. She saw his expression change as he suddenly dropped the bad boy act, looking concerned. “You okay?”

      “Not really. Would I be out of line if I said that you pulling that stunt nearly made me have to change my panties?” she said shakily with a tired smile. “My hands are still shaking.”

      “I’m sorry about that, but you questioned me in front of the others and that can get someone hurt or killed. I’m glad you have that bond with Duchess. But if it wasn’t there, and you couldn’t calm her down, you might have gotten hurt if she’d have moved from your arm to any other place.”

      “Would you have let her do that? I mean, you did sic her on me – you know?” Cindy watched him flinch as she stated the truth. The fact that she had to ask and his expression both spoke volumes. They were leery of each other. She didn’t trust him, and he felt badly about it.

      “That was to teach you both a lesson.”

      “The lesson was learned, Mad-dog. The lesson was well learned today.” His black eyes watched her, and she almost felt like he regretted his actions earlier.

      “My name is Enoch, not Mad-dog. That was a nickname I earned in Iraq.”

      “Because you are insane?” she snapped angrily, pulling her backpack out of the locker she’d been assigned. Forcefully stuffing a few dog toys that belonged to Duchess inside, she saw that the Malinois sat between them watching. She looked almost as torn as Cindy felt as she looked between the two of them as they talked. Little traitor, she thought for a brief second and realized that she was confused. In her little world, the two people she knew best were fighting. That must be so hard on her.

      “Not insane, I promise,” he said with a sad smile.

      “You sure? Cause that was nuts earlier.”

      “You need to keep a healthy respect for your animal…”

      “Oh, it’s there!” Cindy interrupted quickly and saw the flash in his eyes again. He felt bad about it – and she was glad! He’d scared her, and it felt akin to betrayal at that very moment.

      “… and realize that if something happens, you need to be ready. Always ready. Your voice is your tool. Like earlier, you were able to command her and she listened. Others can’t do that yet and they are pretty shaken, too. Now, let me see your arm.”

      “It’s fine,” she countered.

      “The first time I had a dog attack me in the padding, it went through and I bled like a stuck pig. The padding was old and well worn. That sleeve was a new one, but it still hurts like the dickens. May I?” he asked quietly and took Cindy’s hand in his.

      Her breath caught as the heat of his hand burned through her skin, making her quickly look up in surprise. She felt his simple touch down to her toes. Her eyes met his and she saw a look of wonder cross his face before he hid it away. Did he feel it, too? Gently, he turned over her arm and frowned as he saw the purple markings.

      “Perhaps, I should buy the ice cream tonight as an apology,” he muttered, smoothing his thumb over the tender skin. The feelings that the soft touch created made her stomach clench and her heart sing. This was all so weird, so strange.

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Officer Lance, I’m trying to ask you out.”

      “Oh!”

      “Does that mean yes?”

      “Um, well,” Cindy said nervously, looking away. “Sure, Wesson. I was going to head home so she could have her pupsicle, but we can go somewhere instead.”

      “There is a creamery downtown that has a small courtyard with doggie bags, if needed, for Duchess. They serve dog ice cream, too.”

      “Doggie poo bags? You know how to win a girl over,” she said sarcastically with a shy smile. He was still holding her hand, but now his fingers were laced with hers. He stood next to her, smiling down at her upturned face as she teased him.

      “I hear it’s how you win over the hardheaded girls, at least. You tease them with puppies, ice cream and doggie bags,” he said softly. It was deafening at how hard her heart was beating in her chest right now at the intimate moment between them. They were alone. It was suddenly a couple chatting, not two people on opposite sides arguing.

      He slowly released her hand as she pulled back nervously. She noticed that his hand shook almost as much as hers did. Instead of saying anything or addressing it, Cindy nodded in a silent acceptance. Wesson held the door for her and then reached out to cup her elbow lightly as he walked her to her squad car. It was about as awkward as a first date could get. She realized both were anxious about it.

      “Do you want me to drive or shall we both take our cars?”

      “Do I need to be worried about you siccing her on me again?”

      “No, I promise,” he said with a regretful smile. “In fact, if I am not a proper gentleman, you can sic her on me.”

      “Is there a chance?”

      “Do you want there to be?” he asked softly, looking at her curiously. She saw there was a blaze of unspoken hope in his gaze that made her soul sing. She didn’t want to be too excited about this. Everything in her said to be careful, wary, protective from being hurt.

      “If I said yes right now,” she said with a wry smile, “it would be because I might enjoy seeing her bite you, instead, after that scare.” His rich laughter made her heart skip a beat as she marveled at the change in his demeanor. Gone was the harsh, mean officer that commanded respect and in his place was a man. An open, intriguing, and very desirable man.

      “Tell you what, I will drive my two girls out for ice cream tonight. So maybe, if I am driving, then you won’t let her bite me for fear I might crash the car.”

      “Sounds like a compromise.”

      “After you, Princess.”

      “It’s Officer Lance, remember?” she retorted as he opened the truck door to his Dodge Ram truck. Duchess climbed inside happily, like she had been in the truck before. Cindy watched as he circled around the front of the truck quickly and hopped inside. He started up the truck and put it in reverse. Smiling at her, he pulled out onto the road. She stared at his profile as she realized he was happy to be with her. She liked that more than she cared to admit. Gone was all the turmoil she’d felt and in its place was a happiness she’d not realized was missing.

      “I know, but there is something about you that reminds me of Cinderella. Maybe it’s your name or that pretty little bun on the back of your head. Do you always wear it up?” he inquired as he stared ahead out the windshield.

      “Cinderella, huh? No, I do like to keep a clean house but that is where the likeness ends. I wear it up for convenience, honestly. It gets hot if my hair is down and I don’t want to cut it.”

      “You can let it down if you are off duty.”

      “Maybe this is a bad idea after all,” she admitted nervously. She understood why he’d set Duchess on her but still didn’t like it. A lesson was to be taught to all of them and he was clearly in command of the training. She’d confronted him and wasn’t prepared. Just like going on a date with a good-looking man: she wasn’t prepared.

      “I can stop and take you back to the car,” he said politely as they pulled up to the red light. She saw the concern on his face and something else she couldn’t identify.

      “No, I’m just a bit nervous. Does this count as fraternizing?”

      “We work in different departments. What are you nervous about?”

      “You. Me.”

      “Are we a thing?” he asked with a wide smile.

      “That! That is what I am nervous about. Where’d all this come from?” she blurted out, laughing. “You are never like this at class! Even down at the range, you were different. Secretive. Quiet.”

      “I like you. And when a guy likes a girl, he typically asks them out. I feel bad about the bruises, too.”

      “I never knew you liked me by the way you were yelling at me all the time. And that blond chick? I haven’t seen her in a while, but what was up with her?”

      “I have an image to maintain,” he said with a grin. At Cindy’s frown, he amended quickly. “She has been wanting me to ask her out for a long time now. I keep telling her that I’m not interested but it doesn’t seem to stick.”

      “You do a good job at maintaining that image. What’s it going to do to your tough guy image if you are dating me?”

      “Guess we’ll have to see how this goes, won’t we? Dating is plural. If you want to go out again, I’d like that.” he confirmed. They rode in silence to the creamery. As if Duchess realized it, she began panting and wagging her tail forcefully when they pulled up. She was pacing in the back seat of the truck eagerly and barked.

      “You remember this, don’t you, girl?” Enoch crooned, reaching over the bench seat to pet Duchess on the head.

      “You’ve brought her here? I thought pupsicles were bad for her?” Cindy reminded him, using his own words. The sight of him smiling and petting Duchess warmed her heart.

      “She’s my favorite,” Wesson admitted unabashedly. “You should have seen her when she was a puppy. Smart as a whip and energetic. I try not to have favorites, but she was absolutely beautiful.”

      “She is gorgeous. Don’t spoil my dog.”

      “No, I won’t. She was a good choice for you.”

      “How’d you know?” Wesson didn’t answer her. Instead, he turned off the truck and circled around to open the door for her. He extended his hand politely to help her out. Feeling like the princess he called her, she grinned as she placed her fingertips in his hand. She felt like a lady in waiting accepting aid from a knight in a fairytale. Enoch Wesson was a perfect gentleman so far, holding the door open for her and treating her like royalty instead of a modern-day girl.

      “You never answered me. How’d you know Duchess would be a good fit?”

      “Miss, what will you have?” the clerk interrupted just as she wanted to hear Enoch’s answer. He was still holding her free hand while she held Duchess on a leash.

      “Do you have coffee ice cream?”

      “Yes.”

      “I will have one scoop of coffee with marshmallow drizzle on top. Oh, and whipped cream,” Cindy ordered happily and then blushed as she realized that was not what delicate, tiny women ordered. She was a healthy woman that prided herself on being strong and feminine. If Mad-dog Wesson had a problem with her being normal or craving ice cream left and right, so be it.

      “Sir?”

      “I will have the same. Oh, and a puppy cup please.”

      “You like coffee ice cream?” she asked curiously as she accepted her bowl of frozen happiness from the young man behind the counter. Not many people liked coffee as much as she did, and the fact that it came in ice cream form was heavenly. She figured he’d ordered the same simply because they were on a date, but the way he was eying her bowl made her realize that he might actually like it!

      “I love it. It’s sweet but bitter. Sometimes there is a bunch of stuff added and you can’t appreciate the flavor of the coffee, you know? In the springtime, they will have a special batch with coffee beans and chocolate swirls. We’ll have to come back for that.”

      “Does that mean you are asking me out again?” she asked as he accepted his own bowl of ice cream. The only difference between the two of them was his was sprinkled with nuts and several cherries were tossed on top.

      “Absolutely. I have to get my coffee fix somehow.”

      “Interesting,” she teased with a grin. “You barely know me yet here you are planning a second date. Plying me with ice cream does work, but so do scary movies and long walks.”

      “Oh really?” Wesson asked, surprised. “Maybe you want me to ask you out if you are telling me what you like.”

      “Perhaps. We’ll have to see. It might have been an evil ploy to put you on the wrong path.”

      “You are supposed to say something nefarious and rub your hands together now. Go ahead and I will wait,” he said, taking a big bite, pointing his empty spoon at her. Cindy laughed and shook her head.

      “No, no. The ice cream will melt, and Duchess has been such a good girl.” Glancing down, she saw that the dog’s soulful eyes were watching them as if she understood what they were saying.

      “Even though she bit you?”

      “She did exactly as she was told… by you, I might add. So, yes.” Wesson held open the back door of the ice cream shop for her that opened to a courtyard. Duchess yanked on the leash and pulled Cindy forward, causing her to stumble as she held her bowl tightly. They walked out to the small courtyard that held several colorful Adirondack chairs. She watched as Enoch grabbed two of them and pulled them off to the side.

      He handed his bowl of ice cream to her and pulled back the top of the puppy cup, setting it into the grass. Duchess promptly lay between the two chairs and began gnawing on the small puppy ice cream cup. The courtyard had several other families and couples, so Cindy opted to keep the leash on Duchess to be on the safe side. There was a small Yorkie Terrier not far from where they sat that barked incessantly at Duchess to get her attention, but she would have none of it. She was concentrating on the treat that lay between her paws in the grass.

      The sun was going down and the trees above them were suddenly illuminated as someone flipped a switch, turning on dozens of Christmas lights that were strung in the trees. The colorful glow against the darkening sky seemed almost ethereal and certainly romantic. Cindy realized that this was probably the most perfect date she could have imagined ever going on and it was something so simple, yet so casual.

      “You didn’t eat any of mine, did you? There is a cherry missing,” he asked with a grin, holding out his hand and indicating that she should have a seat.

      “No, I wouldn’t do that!” Cindy held out the offending bowl towards him, slightly miffed that he would be petty enough to count the cherries on his ice cream. Sheesh!

      “I’m teasing you,” he quickly amended, as if he could read her expression. “Relax. Dates are supposed to be fun, enjoyable.”

      Cindy took a seat nearby and watched him sit down. Wesson was taller than she realized as he sprawled out in the chair, his legs stretched out in front of him. This casual side of him was enchanting and kept throwing her off as he teased her. She wasn’t used to that. No, she was used to him barking orders and snapping at people daily. Tonight, he seemed almost normal as she watched him balance the bowl on his sternum and take a large bite. He shut his eyes happily and sighed aloud.

      “This is heaven.”

      “It is really delicious,” she agreed, sitting back and crossing her legs. She set the bowl on the armrest and stared up at the twinkling lights above them. Taking a large bite of her own bowl, she listened to the conversations going on all around them. Soft laughs, happy voices, the aura around them was brimming with contentment.

      “I’m talking about all of it. Beautiful night, great ice cream and wonderful company. It’s peaceful.”

      “Yes, it is nice. Especially when you aren’t having my own dog attack me.” Cindy couldn’t resist bringing it up again. That really bothered her, and he had yet to apologize. He admitted that he’d had it done to him and that it hurt, but that still wasn’t an apology.

      “Still on that?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “I am sorry you were bruised. I know you didn’t like it and I understand why. Maybe I can make it up to you tomorrow night?”

      “Are you asking me out again?”

      “You available on Friday and Saturday, too?”

      “Stop it,” she argued, laughing as she took a bite. The smile on his face and the earnestness in his eyes was enchanting. It was like a kid getting ready to open a Christmas present. He looked so happy, so thrilled and it made her feel like she’d done the right thing accepting his offer to go out for ice cream tonight instead of being upset at the day’s events at home.

      “Seriously, what about Sunday? Do you like to fish? I know Duchess does.”

      “She does?”

      “Well, she used to jump out of my canoe into the river. She never caught any fish, come to think of it.” Cindy giggled, her mouth full of ice cream at the frown he gave Duchess between their chairs. He was so open, so expressive and she liked it.

      “Why aren’t you like this all the time?”

      “I can’t be. I have to be professional at work. Are you a blushing and giggling lady that eats ice cream at the precinct?” he asked, wagging his empty spoon at her pointedly.

      “No.”

      “Exactly,” he concurred with finality. “We put on a business mask, so others don’t use us, take advantage of us or manipulate us. Work is work, home is home. Dates with pretty princesses are dates.” Smiling, he looked at her slyly with a challenging expression. “So, you aren’t at the station now. So how about you let your hair down, Cinderella?”

      “That is Rapunzel.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      Cindy rose to the challenge, reaching up and removing the clasp that was firmly holding her bun in place. As she pulled a few bobby pins, her hair unfurled around her, down to the middle of her back. She shook it out and glanced at Enoch.

      “Much better, you look lovely.” The admiration in his gaze was humbling and she felt her cheeks flush with pleasure.

      “Thank you.”

      “I think Duchess is finished with her cup. How are you doing?”

      “I am finished, too.”

      “Are you in a hurry to go?” he asked quietly, looking around at the others nearby.

      “Not really.”

      “Good. Are you free on Sunday? You never said.”

      “Yes, I’m free on Sunday.”

      “Thursday, Friday, Saturday, too. Church and then fishing on Sunday?” Laughing, she realized he was serious. He’d been watching the others around them, watching the families and couples with envy in his expression that she’d barely caught just before he hid it away. The man was lonely.

      “Maybe seeing each other after we have worked all day together is a bit much,” she offered carefully. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt his feelings for some reason she didn’t want to identify. He had set her dog on her, deliberately, to teach her a lesson and it still stung even if he claimed he had a reason. You can’t just make up for something like that. It takes time to find trust and confidence again.

      “You’re right. I have an early morning and need to finish up at the kennel. Do you mind if we head out?” he asked, getting to his feet. He politely held out his hand again and helped her from her chair.

      “No, it’s fine. I appreciate the company and the ice cream.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      But it was something apparently. He was awfully quiet as they walked to his truck. Like a gentleman, he opened the door for her. Still silent on the ride back, she realized he was bothered. Hiding. Wounded? He parked his truck next to her squad car that sat alone in the parking lot.

      This is awkward, Cindy thought absently as he opened the door for her. She really liked the relaxed side of him and could see that it was disappearing fast. The bossy, rage machine that was her teacher at the K-9 school was back.

      “Get Duchess plenty of water. She had a good run today and we’ll be busy tomorrow.”

      “Will do.”

      “Have a good night,” Wesson told her politely and shut the door, quickly turning away to head to the kennels. She could hear the gravel crunching under his boots and the muffled barking of the pups inside the building as they realized someone had arrived. The automatic flood lights came on, silhouetting his retreating figure.

      Some first date! She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or insulted that he didn’t kiss her goodnight. Isn’t that what you did at the end of a date? Was he upset that she had turned down going out each and every night? She walked over to her squad car and hesitated. Her hand hovered just over the driver’s door handle.

      This was wrong, leaving like this. His sparkling, dark eyes and smile burned in her mind. She wanted him to look at her like that again, to see that smile again. “C’mon, Duchess,” she said quietly and walked down to the kennel where he was at.

      Opening the door, she saw that he was at the very end of the hallway putting fresh water in the pens. He really seemed to care about the dogs and how they were treated. Someone else might just use a hose to refill the bowls, but he was kneeling down and petting each dog. She’d always heard that you could tell the true sense of a person by how they treated others, animals or people. With other officers, he was a harsh and unrelenting teacher. With the animals, he was caring, warm and still a teacher. Could it be that he was right? It was a mask he wore? Seeing her, he stood quickly.

      “Forget something, Officer Lance?” Oh yes, she saw it now and recognized it! It was truly a mask and he was hiding away, licking his wounds at having put himself out there to the girl he liked, and she’d shot him down. She felt a surge of exhilaration at knowing she was more than just another girl in his life. She was willing to bet that he’d not opened up to any others like he had her.

      “I forgot to tell you that I really like fajitas. I know a place that has a special on Friday nights,” she said simply, watching him for any signs. And there it was! A soft smile curled his lip and she could see his thawing expression. She’d been right! He’d had his feelings hurt by her dismissal earlier. He was protecting himself by being hard, angry and rude.

      “Fajitas sound great.”

      “My treat,” she offered with a knowing smile.

      “I don’t think so,” he countered, chuckling and shaking his head.

      “Why not?”

      “I guess we’ll talk over dinner about it.”

      “And maybe some flan?”

      “Definitely flan will be involved.”

      “Good. It’s settled.”

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Enoch.” She saw his smile widen as she used his name for the first time. There was something personal about it, the way it rolled off her tongue. It felt special, intimate.

      “Goodnight, Princess.”

      She nodded and called Duchess to her side. Shutting the kennel door behind her, she smiled as she looked up at the stars. She realized that he called her “Princess” as a pet name all this time, not as a humiliating nickname. He reminded her of Chief Martin or her father, a lot of obnoxious bluster that was intimidating. But hidden deep down inside was a very gentle man.
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      “Some of you are very close to finishing classes here and will begin training in the field with your animal,” Enoch spoke loudly, commanding attention from the group. The sun was beating down on them and Cindy’s black uniform seemed extremely hot this morning.

      Cindy had barely slept the last few nights, analyzing each move and each glance she’d received over the last few weeks. Now that she realized that his arrogance was all show, she discovered that she’d missed some telling things. The way he called her out or put her through the gauntlet, it wasn’t to be mean. It was because he was trying to make sure that she and Duchess worked well together. Duchess would be her protection in danger and maybe it scared him. He certainly seemed to push her the hardest out of the group.

      “When I was in Iraq and I deployed my dog, it was with no hesitation. If you are scared or timid, your dog will hesitate and that could get them killed. Do not falter in your decision, ever! If you send in your dog, you must have already justified it mentally based off what you know.” He paced, lost in thought. She could see that he was trying to get the words out in order to get through to everyone. This meant so much to him and he couldn’t find a way to tell the importance of it all.

      “You are sending in your best friend, your partner, out into a situation that they need to excel in. Their lives depend on them being the best. If you think you shouldn’t send your dog, don’t!” His voice was extremely harsh, his brow creased with tension and then softened ever so slightly. “Hesitation can mean death and I can’t stress that enough.”

      Enoch’s eyes locked with hers as she stood at attention. She gave a slight nod to show that she’d heard him. It was a warning meant for her, which meant she was spot on with her assessment of him. He was scared for her in the field, taking point in situations. He nodded and continued on with his coaching lesson.

      Tonight, they would be going out for dinner after classes and she was really glad she’d had the forethought to pack a bag to freshen up. There was a different side to him and she wanted to see it again. To learn more about him. She’d been told that she was one of the officers that would be moving to field work, which meant she was finished training with Duchess on location. She found that she was both happy and disappointed. It meant not seeing Enoch daily and, perhaps, that was why he’d asked her out for several days in a row. He’d known but hadn’t told her.

      “Officer Lance! Are you paying attention?” his voice bit out, staring at her.

      “Sir! Yes, sir!” Cindy was fully prepared to be put on the spot and asked what he’d just said. Her mind was racing, trying to remember what he’d said while she was daydreaming, and she was drawing a complete blank. All she could picture was his dark eyes and that soft smile under the lights at the ice cream shop.

      “Good.”

      That was it? No questions? He turned away to go over their maneuvers for the afternoon training without a second glance. Maybe he was easing up on her.

      “Mad-dog Wesson is making eyes at you, Lance,” Officer Smith whispered next to her, making her blush fiercely. That wasn’t good. The other officers could see that he was taking it a bit easy on her instead of putting her through grueling drills over and over again. Thank goodness it was finally Friday and, perhaps, it would be forgotten come Monday when she returned. As if he read her mind, Enoch handed her and Smith both a file folder.

      “Officer Lance, you and Duchess will be starting field assignments on Monday. You’ve shown complete control over your animal and need to start practicing in the field. Officer Smith, you will begin on Tuesday. Each of you will be accompanied for a few days in the field by me or another team member. If we have you in the public and a situation arises, I need to be absolutely certain you are in complete control of your animal regardless. Is that clear?”

      “Sir! Yes, sir!” they both shouted in unison.

      The rest of the afternoon involved drills, a reminder of what they’d learned and how to apply it when you were surrounded by others. It also involved reminding Duchess of commands they’d learned together and praising her. Wesson was a big advocate of correction and praise. There was no punishing a dog… ever. She liked that. He respected and cared for the animals.

      When they were dismissed, she headed into the kennels and locker area to grab her things. She quickly excused herself, stepping into the women’s restroom with Duchess. Filling a bowl with water, she removed her hot, itchy uniform and yanked out a package of baby wipes. She did the same thing at the gym, if necessary, and wiped herself down with the cold cloths. The last thing she wanted was to go out on a date stinking of sweat.

      She dug out a pink t-shirt and faded jeans, tucking her Glock into a small holster that sat inside her waistband. Her officer’s uniform was folded carefully and put back into her bag. She let her hair down and brushed it out, applying a bit of lip gloss and mascara. Inspecting herself in the mirror, she smiled. She almost looked like a normal person instead of Officer Lance.

      Stepping out, she was surprised to see most of the other officers had left quickly when they’d been dismissed for the day. She heard a faint whistle behind her and turned to see that Enoch had also changed clothes. He was standing there, staring at her. His eyes were alight with admiration and delight. The smile on his face was huge.

      “You look fantastic in civilian clothes.”

      “You aren’t so bad yourself, Mad-dog,” she teased. “How’d you get that name?”

      “I’ll tell you over dinner.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” she quipped lightly. They got into the truck and headed to town, pulling into the small hole-in-the-wall restaurant. She loved this place and the owner was most accommodating of the police. She’d seen other officers stop in several times over the last few years.

      That was one thing that was different about being a K-9 officer: you were always on duty even when you were off of work. If you got the call, you came out. She was specializing in forensics, so her calls weren’t as often. But when they did happen, they tended to be gruesome.

      “Abuelito! Do you mind if I bring my new partner?” she asked, pointing at Duchess as she greeted the owner warmly when they entered the building. Jose Martinez owned the small restaurant and most of his family worked here. They were very open and loving towards their customers, making her instantly feel welcomed when she first got assigned to the station. He insisted that everyone call him “Grandpa”, since everyone was family to him.

      “Si! Si! Bring her in and just keep her at the table. I will put you off to the back, so you aren’t disturbed.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      Enoch placed his hand at the small of her back as they followed the older man to the back of the building, past several booths that were covered in red vinyl seating. The tables were slathered with photos of family, Mexico, and pictures of food – all covered with a large sheet of Plexiglass for easy cleaning.

      “Two Cokes and a bowl of water?” Jose asked with a warm smile. Both she and Enoch nodded at the same time and took their seats. They were quickly brought out chips and salsa, as well as a second, large empty bowl for Duchess. Smiling, she was touched by the consideration they showed towards her. She’d been coming here for years, but this was the first time ever with a date or a dog. Opening her bag, she pulled out a Ziploc of Duchess’ food and filled the bowl under the table. She saw Enoch watching her and blushed, embarrassed at the attention.

      “So, let’s hear your story about your nickname,” she said, trying to get the attention off of her.

      “It’s nothing really.”

      “It’s a heck of an intimidating name, so it’s not nothing.”

      “I was a bomb tech in Iraq,” he started and stared down at his hands where he held his glass. “A K-9 unit.”

      “Oh! Oh, no,” she breathed, suddenly horrified as she realized where this conversation was leading. “You don’t have to tell me or say anything else.”

      “Thanks, but it helps to talk about it. I actually am planning on skipping group tonight to have fajitas with a beautiful princess,” he teased. “It was really rough, and I had a hard time after my discharge. I took quite a bit of shrapnel to the leg from the bomb. And with the loss of my dog, I accepted the discharge from the Army.”

      He paused for a moment before continuing. “I talk to others about what happened and realized that Dog saved me. His name was Deputy Dog, like the cartoon. I called him Dog for short. It sounded tougher and kept the guys from making fun of us. In the hospital, I was so angry. Angry at myself, what happened, the people that had put the bomb out there. I was mad at the world and it took me a while to get past it. That is where part of the nickname came from. Dog because of his name. My team nicknamed me that when they came to see me in recovery and it stuck.”

      Just then, two sizzling plates were brought out with a large plastic bowl of toppings. Several other plates and trays were brought out, quickly filling the table. Cindy and Enoch hadn’t ordered, yet Mr. Martinez had brought out her usual. Beef fajitas. Smiling at him, she thanked him heartily and gestured that Enoch should start.

      Instead, she was surprised when he reached out a hand across the table. It was a silent indication that he expected to say grace. Clasping it, she shut her eyes. His warm hand felt so strong and solid. It was a shame that such a fierce man had been traumatized by loss. Her respect for him grew immensely as she listened to him utter a quick prayer before they began. Holding his hand and saying grace felt so natural and so right.

      “Do you need to go to group tonight? What time does it start?” she asked, releasing his hand and opening her eyes.

      “It’s okay. I don’t need to go. I’m fine now but just like chatting with the guys.”

      “What time does it start?”

      “Why do you challenge me every time I turn around?” he asked with a smile. “It starts at eight, so I have plenty of time to get there after dinner.”

      “Maybe the two of us can go,” she offered quietly, looking at him. She wondered momentarily if she’d crossed a line, but the acceptance in his expression told her otherwise. Going with her gut feeling seemed to be the right decision each time with this man. It was like they fit perfectly together. The more she questioned or wondered, the bigger the challenge it seemed to be between them.

      “I think I’d like that.” Enoch’s eyes blazed with heat as he met her gaze.

      As they ate, she found the conversation was easy. Enoch Wesson, when relaxed and off his guard, was a fantastic guy. He smiled, joked around and teased her. She learned that his own dog had been a Malinois, which is why he’d held Duchess back. He’d intended to give her a shepherd like the other officers.

      “Why’d you bring Duchess forward then?”

      “There was something in the way you glared at me,” he admitted, laughing. “I read your file and nothing stood out other than you were extremely loyal and forthright. It was when you argued that you weren’t late… and by the way? You were. Your watch is off by five minutes.” His wide smile made her grin as she remembered that morning. She had once thought he was terrible!

      “It made me realize if you were tough enough to challenge me in front of the others, you’d be able to tame her. She was extremely hard to run through lessons, always wanting to play. But when it came down to work, she would snap to attention and do what was required. I saw that in you.”

      “You barely knew me. You still don’t know me, honestly.”

      “I think I know you better than you realize.”

      “Oh? How is that?”

      “You are fierce and determined at work. You believe in what is just and question when things go wrong. And you like coffee.”

      “That was easy,” she said laughing. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Just about everyone does, maybe that isn’t a good reference after all. See? Challenging me again,” he teased as the staff cleared the table and brought out a small dish of flan. Looking up, she tried to flag down the waitress to order a second one for them, but his hand stopped her. The warm touch of his skin, made her glance quickly at him in question.

      “It’s yours,” he offered, “or we can split it.” His face looked almost taut, like he was afraid she’d reject him again. He still held her hand across the table, almost tenderly.

      “I think I’d like that. Thank you.”

      He cut into the custard and offered out the spoon to her. It was very intimate and romantic, the way he watched her. His dark eyes, intense. She took the bite and closed her eyes in happiness as the caramel flavors exploded on her tongue.

      “Jiminy Christmas! That is some good stuff,” she breathed aloud. Her eyes darted back open and she smiled shyly as she heard him chuckle.

      “Jiminy Christmas, huh?”

      “I don’t curse. And the flan is really, really good tonight.”

      “Maybe it’s the company?” he asked and took a bite of the flan from the same spoon. His eyes watching her, challenging. Her breath caught in her lungs as she stared, mesmerized, thinking of his lips and the caramel flavoring.

      “I agree,” Enoch told her finally. “That is the best flan I have ever tasted. It’s sweeter than ever before.” Scooping up another spoonful, he held it out towards her. A dark eyebrow rose silently as he smiled.

      “You are so bad, Mad-dog Wesson.”

      “You have no idea, Princess.”

      Rising to the bait, she smiled and accepted the spoonful of flan. The intimate act was not lost on him as she heard his breath whoosh out at her boldness. She felt her cheeks flush as they were suddenly interrupted with the check. Grabbing her wallet, she shook her head vehemently as she tried to swallow her bite quickly in protest. Instead, he took out several bills and thanked the man.

      “You didn’t have to do that. I said it was my treat.”

      “And I am finishing ours,” he countered, scooping up the last of the custard and popping it in his mouth. “Shall we head out?”

      “To your group?”

      “If that is what you want,” he answered simply, putting his hand again at the small of her back as she stood up.

      “I’m not ready for our date to be over,” she admitted honestly, surprising herself.

      “Neither am I, Princess.”

      As he opened the truck door for her, Duchess darted inside happily. Cindy turned to look at Enoch as he stood nearby politely. The scruff of his unshaven face cast a shadow on his chin as his dark eyes watched her. As if she couldn’t help it, she found herself reaching up to cup his face tenderly. She felt his warm skin and the short bristles of his beard tickling her palm. To anyone else, he looked dark, dangerous – almost a bad guy image. To her, it was a prickly outside that protected a soft heart.

      Just then, he leaned down ever so slowly and kissed her. It was like he was expecting or waiting for her to run at any moment. Instead, her fingers threaded into his hair, holding his head to hers as she deepened the kiss. The sweetness of the caramel combined with the taste of his lips was incredibly heady and exhilarating. It must have been the same for him, because he broke the kiss and rested his forehead on hers – trying to catch his breath.

      “Mercy! That was nice.”

      “Jiminy Christmas,” she breathed at the same time, causing both of them to laugh aloud. He pulled her into his arms briefly and gave her a hug.

      “You are too good for me,” he breathed into her ear as his head rested against hers.

      “I don’t think so, buddy,” she countered. “But let’s go talk with your friends and hear about how horrible you think you are.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t go,” he said suddenly, backing away nervously. “I’d really like to kiss you again soon.”

      “Then you can do so, after group.” she said firmly, negotiating with a smile. Enoch shook his head and got into the truck. Cindy found herself watching his profile and admiring the smile that seemed to be plastered on his face the entire drive over. Surprisingly, he pulled into the library and opened the truck’s door for her. He always offered his hand just like Prince Charming helping a princess from the coach. Only this coach was an old truck and her slippers were steel-toed boots. He hesitated briefly, and she latched on to it.

      “Go! Go on inside and I will let Duchess use the bathroom. I will join you shortly.” He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, just before heading in. Duchess stood there watching him leave as well, cocking her head to the side confused.

      “C’mon, girl, we’ll go inside after you are finished. I think he needs a few minutes to himself and doesn’t realize it.” Cindy waited near the door for several minutes while Duchess roamed around until she found a spot she preferred. That was one thing she never understood about dogs: they were finicky on where to go to the restroom. Grabbing a plastic baggie, she cleaned up the mess. Tossing it in the trash can, she put Purell on her hands and rubbed them together. Walking in, she heard Enoch’s voice talking and stopped to listen. She didn’t want to interrupt him and there was something in his voice that touched her.

      “After Dog’s death, it was really hard. There was so much loss, so much gone suddenly. My life changed and I missed my friend. But now? Now, there is this girl…” she heard the other men in the room start teasing Enoch and smiled to herself at the ribbing he was taking.

      “This girl is really something special. She’s fierce, yet tender. I see the way she looks at me and I feel something that I haven’t felt in a long time. Peace. I know it sounds all romantic and stupid. But when she looks at me, I feel like all the other stuff slips away. The worries, the fears, the anger and frustration are just gone. There is her beautiful smile and I feel like a better man.”

      “Do you still have nightmares of the bomb detonating?”

      “I haven’t in the last few weeks, honestly.”

      “Do you think it’s because of this girl? Or the fact that you seem to have made peace with the changes in your life now?”

      “I don’t know. But tonight, she went to dinner with me and we said grace together. It was so right, I can’t explain it. I worry about her going back into the field. She’s got a dangerous job, but she is so damned smart. It is humbling. There are so many things that are just so perfect about her.”

      Cindy caught herself from sniffing aloud as the sincerity of his voice touched her. She reached up and felt a tear roll down her cheek. She had been right. He was harsh and abrupt, but that was because he was afraid of getting hurt. There was no way she’d ever tell him that she overheard what he said. Wiping her face, she turned around and shut the door loudly again behind her and called out innocently.

      “Hello?”

      Several men came out of the room nearby, curious to see her apparently. Some were on crutches, some had canes and others had scars that weren’t able to be seen. Of all their smiling faces, Enoch’s stood out from the rest. She smiled at him shyly and raised her hand in acknowledgement.

      “Hey there. You guys go ahead and finish. I am going to grab a book, if that is okay with you?”

      “You can join us if you want.”

      “No, I want you to be able to talk and if I am there, you might hold back.”

      “Boy, she is a smart one – isn’t she?”

      “She’s the best, honestly.”

      As Cindy took a seat in the chairs by the window, Duchess seemed to be akin to what was going on as well. She lay down on the floor near Cindy’s feet, resting her face on top of her boots. She sat there thumbing through a booklet as she waited patiently for Enoch to finish. If he needed to talk, she’d be darned if she was the one to prevent that. Just then, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      “Hello?”

      “Cindy?”

      “Chief Martin? What’s going on?”

      “I hear congratulations are in order and you’ll be resuming your duties.”

      “Yes, sir. I am planning on bringing a few things for Duchess when I am at the station, if that is ok with you.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Congratulations again. See you Monday, kiddo.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Smiling, she hung up the phone and saw the men filing out of the room they were using as a place to meet. Duchess leaped up and began wagging her tail eagerly as Enoch walked over.

      “Better?” she asked simply and was surprised to see him pull her into a hug again, kissing the top of her head.

      “Now I am. I missed you.”

      “It was only thirty or forty minutes.”

      “Felt like forever. Come meet the guys.”

      Cindy smiled and shook several sets of hands, including bumping elbows playfully with a man that was there because he’d lost his hand defusing a bomb. He was still a man and had his pride. She wouldn’t take that from him. They asked her several questions and she happily answered. She could understand the curiosity completely. Enoch was one of them and he had talked about her. They wanted to know if she was going to be good or bad for him. They must be a tight group to swarm protectively around one of their own. She could understand that completely because she didn’t want to harm him either.

      “Okay, guys. It’s time for me to get her home. That, and I don’t want any of you goons trying to take my girl from me.” Blushing at the bold statement of possession, she smiled as his hand rested on her hip easily. It felt right.

      “Let’s go. It was nice to meet you guys.”

      They got into the truck and pulled out onto the road. Holding back a yawn, Cindy apologized.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s been a long day. Can I see you tomorrow?”

      “You don’t need a break from me yet?”

      “Honestly, I am still not ready for our date to be over.”

      “I understand. Tomorrow sounds good.”

      “Great.”

      As they pulled back into the parking lot where her squad car sat, she thanked him for a lovely evening and found herself meaning every single word. Gone was the animosity towards how he had yelled at her or sent Duchess after her. This was Enoch, her lonely man. He leaned forward and kissed her tenderly. His lips hesitated just above hers.

      “Thank you for tonight,” he murmured just before deepening the kiss. It was hard to tear herself away from him. He was temptation and seemed to feel the same about her. “I think you’d better go, Princess.”

      “I think you are right,” she agreed softly and felt Duchess lick her cheek, as if she wanted a kiss, too. Laughing, she wiped the slobber off her face and smiled. “C’mon, girl,” she encouraged and turned to Enoch. “I will see you tomorrow.”

      “Till tomorrow then, Princess.”
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      Cindy had walked in the door last night and promptly fell right onto her bed fully dressed, exhausted. She had been sleeping badly and it had caught up with her. Her mind was rested, her heart happy and her body simply gave out. The light streaming through the window of her bedroom mini-blinds was the only indication that it was mid-morning.

      Groaning, she pushed back her hair out of her face and stumbled to the bathroom. She felt like she’d been run over. Peeling off her clothing, she hopped in the shower. Then she checked on Duchess. The dog was contentedly lying on the wooden floor of the kitchen, chewing on her blue Nike sneaker. It was well beyond saving at this point as she saw the puddle of drool underneath it and running down the side.

      Duchess glanced up at her warily and Cindy didn’t have the heart to correct her. Instead, she went to get dressed and made a mental note to put her shoes away every day instead of leaving them lined up by the front door. That was her fault, not the dog’s. Braiding her hair, she quickly tied the bottom with a rubber band and grabbed a bowl of cereal. As she poured the milk, her cell phone rang.

      “Already? He’s awfully eager!” she asked aloud thinking it was Enoch. Looking at the caller id, she frowned when she saw it was Chief Martin instead.

      “Good morning, Chief.”

      “Cindy, I hate to call but we need you to come in. Bring your K-9.”

      “Of course. We are practically attached at the hip. What’s wrong?”

      “You’re needed on a missing child case. Come in and we’ll brief you.”

      “Oh no!” she gasped, clutching the counter as her knees buckled. While she wanted to help, these were the worst cases to be on. Honestly, all of them were brutal mentally. But a child? That tore at her.

      “What time will you be here? How fast?”

      “I will leave now, but I’m supposed to partner with Wesson for the first few –”

      “I know. I already called him. He is on the way.”

      “Okay. I will be there in twenty.”

      “Good.”

      Hanging up the phone, she quickly threw on her uniform and put a leash on Duchess for safe measure. “C’mon, girl. We are working today,” she crooned, rubbing her silky ears. She jumped in the car and raced down to the precinct. Pulling in, she saw Enoch standing there, watching her arrival. When he saw the leash on Duchess, he nodded in approval. You never knew how a dog would act around nervous or upset people, as dogs were very perceptive. She would not take chances or put others at risk.

      “Good morning,” he told her softly, playfully tugging at the braid that ran down her back instead of her normal bun. “I like this.”

      “Good morning to you, too. You didn’t bring a dog with you?”

      “Nope, you two are it today.”

      “You never partnered with another after yours, did you?” she asked knowingly.

      “Duchess was going to be mine, honestly,” he admitted with a smile. “She just seemed to fit you better than me.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well I adore her. Thank you again.”

      “I’m glad you do – it was a really good decision.”

      “Just like asking me out,” she teased lightly.

      “Best decision I ever made in my life.” He leaned down a gave her a light kiss on the cheek. This surprised her since he did it in front of the station. Anyone could have seen, and it was a bold move that he was claiming her for his own. She knew it and smiled happily.

      “I like to think so,” she bragged with a wide grin. “Now, let’s get to work.”

      “Waiting on you, Officer Lance.”

      Rolling her eyes, she wrapped the leash around her wrist twice and held tight. Prepare for the unknown, he had told her during the first few lessons. The station was abuzz with activity, instantly making Duchess antsy.

      “Lance! Wesson! Over here!” Martin yelled out from his office as they headed through the throng of people. “We’ve got a young girl that never made it home from soccer. She was picked up on camera near the park, but nowhere else. The parents are a few doors down from my office and they are inconsolable right now, understandably so! I need to see if we can either locate the girl or determine who took her.”

      Swallowing hard, she felt ill. This was almost exactly like when she was in high school. Just missing in the blink of an eye, no rhyme or reason. “Do you have something with her scent? What was – is her name? Photos?”

      “Becky Randall. Young girl, eleven years old, Caucasian. Brown hair, blue eyes. Approximate weight 120 and height is five-foot one inch. I have a nightgown from the parents. No one else has touched it,” Martin instructed, handing her the Ziploc baggie.

      “Let’s start at the park then,” she said, nodding, and taking the bag. Push the fear down, you have a job to do, Cindy, she thought. The idea of someone taking a child sickened her. She couldn’t imagine the fear that the parents were going through right now.

      Heading out to her car, she got to the driver’s side and opened the back door to let Duchess in. Enoch opened the passenger side and slid into the seat. She knew he’d be with her, but not with her. As if he read her mind, he smiled.

      “I hope you don’t mind. You okay?”

      “Not really, but I have a job to do so my mental freak-out will have to wait,” she admitted, staring at the steering wheel blankly. Her mind was racing, and she was trying to calm herself. Forensics was hard enough. But when it was a child, it could be emotionally crippling.

      “Mental freak-out? I like that term. You’ll do fine, Princess.”

      “What if I can’t find her?”

      “Then you keep looking,” he prompted softly, knowingly.

      “And if I never find her? There was a girl in my high school that went missing and we all tried to help but ended up creating more of a problem. What if this is the same?”

      “That is why there are groups out there. They are there when we feel like we can’t heal the internal wounds ourselves. Don’t beat yourself up before you try, Cindy.” Nodding, she started the car and pulled out of the parking spot.

      Flipping on her lights, she led the convoy out of the parking lot down the city streets, rushing. As she whipped into the parking lot for the park, she bumped the curb causing the car to jerk in response.

      “Relax. Take a moment to breathe,” Enoch coached in a calm voice. “If you are scared, Duchess will be, too. Be the strong woman I know you are and take charge of this situation. You’ve got this.”

      “I can’t help but be scared. I don’t want to be the reason this little girl dies or isn’t found.”

      “Princess, you can’t help but try. Give me your hand,” he ordered firmly. “Now, shut your eyes and pray with me.” He held her hand for several moments as she listened to his words. The heat of his hands gripping hers, the silence in the car and the peace seeping into her soul gave her a moment’s reprieve of the fear that ate at her. “You’ve got this.”

      “I’ve got this,” she repeated firmly, locking eyes with him for strength as he kissed her knuckles. Nodding her head, she exited the car and gave Duchess a wide berth on the leash. Kneeling down, she opened the Ziploc bag and put it under her nose. She seemed to know exactly what was going on and what was expected of her, as she barked in response.

      “Duchess, TRACK.”

      The Malinois leaped into action pulling the leash on the reel as far as possible. Cindy took off running after the dog in an effort to keep up and keep from losing the leash. She would release her once she was sure that it was safe to do so. But here at the wooded park, there was some chance children were nearby and she didn’t want Duchess to frighten them any more than the sight of twenty officers combing the woods would do already. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that she set the pace for the team. Duchess was hot on the trail of something as she suddenly veered towards the left, darting through trees carelessly. Cindy was having a hard time keeping up with the dog and pulled her in to release the leash.

      “Track! Track!” she encouraged, letting her smell the bag of clothing again as a refresher. Barking, Duchess took off and Cindy followed as closely as possible as she scaled over downed tree limbs and through brush. Ahead, she could see a dark-haired girl sitting in the mud by the creek bed. Duchess skidded to a stop, barking repeatedly at the side of the girl.

      “DUCHESS! SIT!” Cindy roared out the command as she saw the girl’s arms fly up protectively against the massive dog that was barking. Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw that the others were just now breaking through the tree line. She turned back to see how the girl was doing, to see if she was injured… only to come face to face with a gun.

      “You will call off the dog and step back, lady.” The man stared at her, his face flushed. His eyes darted around the area as you could hear the rest of the team coming through the wooded area. It would be moments before they arrived.

      They were in a truly bad situation. No matter the direction, there was someone in the line of fire for any other officers arriving on scene. The man was smart. He’d put himself directly between Cindy and the other officers. The girl was to his back. If shots were fired, there’d be a chance Cindy or the girl was hit by a stray bullet.

      “Sir, put the gun down,” she ordered, and slowly moved her hand towards her holster. She had to try to take him down herself before someone to her back arrived with guns drawn.

      “Don’t do it or I will shoot. Call off the dog, now!” Duchess’ barking was making all of them feel anxious and nervous. She knew that Cindy needed protection and was waiting for the order. Poor Duchess was snarling and trying to stay calm, but everything in her was desperate to aid Cindy.

      “Duchess,” she called, looking over her shoulder in a falsetto voice that shook with fear. Be calm or Duchess will be frightened as well. Enoch’s words came rushing back. Confident. Have the situation analyzed before you send your dog in. The woods had looked clear, so they’d rushed in. Now she needed Duchess at her best. She needed to be at her best, too! “Come here, Duchess.”

      “Good! Now shut up her barking, before I do,” he ordered harshly as the Malinois came closer to where the two of them stood. The young girl was sitting up in the woods, watching her. Her eyes were fearful as she stared at the man and Cindy. Duchess was now close by and she could hear Enoch calling her name in the distance. The man holding the gun on her was scared. His hand was shaking, making the gun shake. A scared man was a desperate man, a dangerous man.

      “Duchess. ATTACK!” Cindy screamed out, dropping the leash and reaching for the gun.
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      Cindy pushed the gun away from her face just as it went off, making her ears ring from the explosion. She silently prayed that no one behind her was hit by the bullet as it whizzed past her head. She also said a prayer for the man, as she knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of Duchess’ attack.

      Goodness the dog was fiercely terrifying!

      High-pitched screams echoed in the woods as Duchess went wild on the man’s arm. Cindy almost felt sorry for him as she remembered what it felt like to have that sweet golden-brown muzzle clamp down angrily through the padding. This man had no padding and each time he screamed, she was reminded of that. Her stomach clenched at each disgusting crunch she heard. Wresting the gun from his hand, she threw it onto the ground out of reach. Pulling her own gun from the holster, she leveled it on the man before calling back her dog. Duchess growled and held on to his arm for dear life, pulling him to his knees.

      “Duchess, RELEASE!” Cindy ordered, holding her gun on the man who was sobbing from pain and fear, as he clutched his mangled forearm against his chest. He was screaming obscenities at her and Duchess, but she didn’t hear them. Only Enoch’s terrified but proud face held her attention.

      She watched as the other officers moved into action, fetching the girl and calling for a stretcher. The young girl had a broken leg and that was why she hadn’t moved an inch. The other officers quickly shoved the man down in the foliage and secured his feet, since his arm was in such bad condition. The paramedics were on the way and the throng of people was filing past her in order to get to work on handling the scene, but she didn’t hear them. Nothing. Her ears still rang from the gunshot, yet she heard Enoch’s sweet voice pierce through the ringing and rising hysteria of what just happened.

      “You did great, Princess. I am so proud of you right now!” He pulled her into his arms and just held her as she broke down. Cindy couldn’t help it. The rush of adrenaline and fear was overwhelming. So much could have happened or gone wrong. He walked her away from the other officers and called Duchess to follow them. “Shhh, let it out. I’ve got you.”

      “I have never been so scared in my life,” she breathed against his shirt, needing solace.

      “I know, but you did great today.”

      “I feel like such a failure breaking down like this,” she admitted, pulling back and wiping her nose. His proud gaze almost had her crying again at the depth of emotion.

      “No, don’t feel that way. It’s an emotional escape. I know, I understand.”

      “Do you cry like a ninny?”

      “No, I am one of those weirdos that laughs,” Enoch answered softly. “Can you imagine me trying to defuse a bomb and giggling like an idiot?”

      “No, not really. Did you truly do that?” she asked, laughing through the tears. “Or are you just trying to make me feel better?” Duchess sat at her feet, trying to lick her hand to comfort her.

      “Yeah. It used to irritate the hell out of my partner. He is the one that called me Mad-dog first and it stuck. After his death, everyone used it. If I tell people it’s because I was angry, it makes me sound tough. If I tell them I giggle when I am scared to death, it loses something in translation,” he said sheepishly, wiping the tears from her face tenderly and dropping a kiss on the tip of her nose.

      “I am so proud of you today. Now, take a deep breath and wipe your gorgeous face, Princess. You need to show the world what an amazing woman you are. The media pulled up not long after we did, and they are going to want to talk to you. Chin up, you’ve got this.”

      “I’ve got this because you are here,” she admitted.

      “There you go, arguing with me again,” he said thickly, stroking her hair lovingly. “You’ve got a handle on the situation because you are an amazing officer.”

      “Thank you.” Cindy felt him cup her face and she rested her hands atop of his. He leaned down and kissed her gently. It seemed almost sad, like a parting or a goodbye. Before she could question it, she was being pulled in a different direction by Chief Martin and the news crew that had arrived on scene.

      The lights were blinding her as they asked question after question about how she had apprehended the man. It was all so much, happening so fast. Once the questions were answered and they were starting to put away the cameras, she felt such exhaustion. Emotional and physical. She just wanted Enoch’s warm arms around her, to comfort her… and he was gone.
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      “I figured you’d be here,” Cindy said quietly as she opened the door to the kennel and saw him sitting on the floor, surrounded by pups and dogs of a variety of sizes. She’d gone with her gut instinct and realized that the place he always seemed to feel comfortable was the kennel. She could tell that he hadn’t gotten far in their training on some of them by the way they ran around, chasing each other and rolling on the floor. The utter lack of discipline was charming and heartwarming. She didn’t blame him, she’d let puppies roll all over her, too… if she was upset about something, and she assumed he was.

      “Want to talk?”

      “Nothing to talk about.”

      She almost smiled at the blunt tone he used. If she didn’t realize that he was doing it to protect himself, she might have been angry and left. This was her man. Her soft, sweet, gentle man that hid who he was behind a façade.

      “Puppies work, you know. They aren’t as good as coffee ice cream, but they are easier on the waistline.” She took a seat next to him and laid her head on his shoulder, knowingly. After several moments, she looked up from the wriggling furry bodies struggling to climb on their laps to his beautiful profile.

      He sat there silently, shutting his eyes and laying his head back onto the wall. She watched as his Adam’s apple worked convulsively a few times.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what you are thinking,” she encouraged softly and grabbed his hand. She held it firmly in her hand and set it on her lap.

      “Remember how you felt when you were afraid of messing something up? Of being in a situation that reminded you of something you’d already gone through? I had that today,” he said painfully and gave a thick scoff, running his hand through his dark hair. “Group isn’t until next week either.”

      “I’m here, talk to me,” she offered, gently kissing his knuckles and holding their clasped hands against her heart. “You can tell me anything and I will happily listen.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cindy…” she felt so much ragged emotion tearing at him as she saw a tear slip down his tanned cheek. That was the first time he’d ever called her by name instead of “Princess”.

      “Look, I know it’s something painful whatever it is. It’s emotional. Those are the hardest things to open up about. But I’m here. I’m here for you,” she promised, feeling fiercely protective of him.

      “And if something happens and you are suddenly gone? What then?”

      “What do you mean?” The pain in his voice was devastating, breaking her heart.

      “I’m afraid to get too close or want too much. Today was a prime example. I came through those woods and saw that man’s gun in your face. I couldn’t think. It was like being in Iraq again.”

      “Tell me what happened there,” she urged softly.

      “Johnny and I were partners. Best friends. We each had a dog, so we could work independently but we were partners nevertheless. You sent the dog in to sniff out the bomb, then we went in with gear on to disable it. Safety first, right?” he said sadly. There was something about the tone that told her it still tore at him.

      “So, Johnny and I were going building to building, clearing the way when Dog and Bishop, that was Johnny’s rottie, his Rottweiler. Dog and Bishop start barking indicating there was a bomb nearby. So, I tell Johnny that I have it – I will disable it. And I hear barking again. Bishop is going crazy. There is all this barking, I’m sweating buckets and trying not to laugh because I’m nervous. My laughing used to piss off Johnny something fierce. When I cut the wire…” he took a shaky breath and she saw another tear streak down his cheek.

      “I cut the wrong wire, Princess. The bomb went off in my face, killing Dog instantly but that was only the half of it. It was tethered to a homemade pressure bomb in the other room. I heard a roar, felt the detonation and felt the room coming down around me. When I pulled myself from the rubble, I found Johnny. Our suits to protect us can only do so much. When my bomb went off, it threw me backwards. I was safe from the fire. When Johnny’s went off, the suit could only do so much. He died on the scene almost instantly… and it was my fault.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “It was. I cut the wrong wire and I hesitated. Today, I hesitated again. I should have ordered Duchess to attack, but I couldn’t move when I saw what was happening. But you did. I was so proud of you and so ashamed of myself.”

      “You did fine. You were there in case something went wrong, but I had to stand on my own two feet and do this. You gave me that strength.”

      “You didn’t need me, but I found that I need you. I’m afraid to get too close because what if something happens and you’re gone? I lived through the loss of a friend. I don’t think I could live through losing you, Princess.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she promised, feeling tears in her own eyes as he looked down at her. The ragged, raw emotion in his eyes was like looking into a flame. It was so hot, so burning.

      “If you were gone, it would be like being blinded from the sun. I would lose everything,” he admitted, cupping her face. He leaned down and kissed her tenderly. Cindy knew in that moment she would give up anything to see him smile. Poor Duchess was beside herself and laying across both their laps, whining in response. She could feel the emotions in the room and wanted to comfort her family.

      “I love you, Puppykins,” she whispered with a smile, looking into his eyes. He threw his head back laughing, wiping his eyes.

      “Why’d you call me that?”

      “Because Mad-dog doesn’t fit you.”

      “And Puppykins does?” he asked, laughing, embarrassed at the moniker she’d given him. She saw that his hands were trembling as if he was scared of this very moment, this revelation. The open honesty between them. She wasn’t mocking him. She adored him and all his tender, gruff ways.

      “Oh, yes, very much so. Puppies are warm, loving, adorable and bond to you. Look at Duchess. She loves you as much as she loves me. Unconditionally. I think it’s pretty much the same when you find someone special that fits you just right.”

      Cindy stared into Enoch’s eyes. “Don’t be afraid of living and loving because you are afraid to lose someone. That’s part of life. I would rather have a thousand days with you than to have never met. You are my life,” she breathed. “Don’t ever leave me or run away. If you need to escape, take me with you and let me be there in your light.”

      “Same here. I need you and never want you to leave my side. I can’t explain it and I don’t know how but I know that you were put in my path for a reason,” he admitted. “I just don’t want you to think less of me because you are my everything. My strongest reason and my greatest weakness. You could crush me, Princess.”

      “Don’t pull back from me. Have faith in what is growing between us and faith in the path that God put you on. It’s not always easy, but I swear it’s worth it. I would never hurt what is there between us. Rather, I would be the biggest protector of my sweet Puppykins’ precious heart.”

      Laughing, Enoch moved Duchess and the throng of puppies. He dragged Cindy into his lap and held her tenderly against him. “I love you, too,” he breathed against her neck as she held his head to her shoulder. Cindy barely caught his next words and when she did, she realized that she truly loved this man more than she could ever express in words.

      “But you can only call me Puppykins when we are alone, Princess. They will never listen to me in training if they know you call me that.”
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      It had been a blessed few years and so much had changed in their lives. Not only did they still have Duchess, but Cindy had moved from forensics to helping Enoch train the next set of K-9 dogs. Her decision had been made one fateful day that she’d not been lucky enough to avoid getting hurt. Enoch had been beside himself when she’d been admitted to the hospital for a gunshot wound to the shoulder.

      Then, when the hospital had given her a pregnancy test before giving her any medication… it had come back positive. He’d been devastated and inconsolable. He raged that he could have lost everything and wouldn’t leave her side.

      Thinking back to that night in the sterile hospital room, she’d known then that her life would change again as it had the moment she’d met him. He’d climbed into the hospital bed and held her, afraid that she’d be gone someday. She had no plans on putting her beloved new husband through that ever again. They had married in a quiet ceremony only six weeks prior to her being shot. Her entire her life was in that room that night. Enoch, her unborn baby and Duchess, who whined from the end of the bed that her puppy-mommy was injured.

      When Cindy found out that they’d been blessed with twins, she’d walked out of the OB/GYN’s office shocked and amazed. The sonogram had revealed two tiny bubbles that would soon be her children as they developed. That bit of information settled her decision then and there. She couldn’t endanger her precious babies any more than herself. She gone straight to her chief and gave him two options: resign from the force or join the K-9 training program with Enoch. It was a lot for Enoch to handle and if there were two of them training the dogs, then perhaps there could be two at the station or three. Chief Martin jumped at the chance to keep her with the force and was thrilled to hear the news of her pregnancy.

      Cindy and Enoch stood together at the front of the church proudly holding their infants as she reminisced. Looking out over the parishioners, her eyes settled on Chief Martin who had been selected as a godparent to their children. She’d accepted change in her life and was thriving at each new development that had come with it. A husband, a family and now a new career path.

      Enoch’s proud face held the squirming bundle in his arms as he gazed enraptured at the miracle that was their daughter. Cindy saw the love shining in his eyes and felt the same sensation in her own heart. In her arms, was a slightly smaller but just as healthy beautiful baby boy. She knew that her big ol’ soft Puppykins would be an emotional wreck soon if she didn’t draw his attention.

      “Psst…” she whispered softly across the baptismal font as it was her turn to step forward. Enoch glanced up from their daughter’s scrunched up face as she protested the cool water that was poured on her. His smile trembled as she saw he was overwhelmed with emotion. She felt the same. She just hid it a bit better than he did.

      Grinning from ear to ear, she mouthed “Puppykins” at him and saw him suddenly frown. She knew he understood what she said, as his cheeks flushed at her pet name for him. He shook his head and pretended to act upset at her.

      She knew better.

      Winking at him, she held their wriggling son and repeated the blessing softly. He might be the smaller of the two, but his lungs were mighty! He let out an obnoxious wail that made her teeth grind as she heard Duchess begin to howl in unison with her new family member’s distress. Laughing, she met Enoch’s eyes and made no attempt to hide her words.

      “I love you so much and thank God that we met,” she told him as they walked together as a family back to the pew. Duchess sat nearby, her tail thumping wildly in happiness. Cindy sat beside Enoch and rested her head on his shoulder, looking down on the cherubic faces in their arms.

      “You are my everything, Princess,” he whispered, kissing her forehead and hesitated. “Although you might have competition now.”

      “Oh?”

      “This pretty little jewel in my arms is my sweet princess,” he admitted, staring enraptured at their daughter and then to Cindy where she looked up lovingly into his dark eyes. “You, my love? You are the empress of my heart. You rule our world.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Challenged. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders <3 Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Cade Singleton heard stories of the Jessup siblings preying on the rich. When the bounty is increased high enough to entice him into pursuing them, he wants nothing better than to make them see justice.

      

      When he finally catches up to them in a rural area just south of Dallas, Cade captures Emily and decides to use her for bait to apprehend her brother. Can this bounty hunter find it in his heart to see past Emily's lawless ways and be able to see the kind-hearted woman that lies beneath? Can Emily start over and be freed from her past through loving Cade? And will the Jessup siblings finally find redemption?
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?
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          [image: Levi Emerson and his partner, Clyde Forester, have been undercover for over a year chasing the ring leader of the largest cattle rustling group. After months of pursuit, they are closing in on their target, and looking forward to bagging their bounty. A paid informant has told them the the rustler's next target will be the Larsen Ranch in Rockwood Springs, Texas. When Levi arrives at the ranch, he poses as a cowboy in order to gain employment at the ranch and catch the cattle thief.           Abigail Larsen is the daughter of one of the largest cattle barons in all of Taylor, County Texas. She has just returned home from finishing school, with what is considered by society, dangerous ideas that she gained from secret women's suffrage meetings. Her father has plans for her to marry Andy Wilson, a local rancher and recent widower, in an attempt to expand the family's influence in the region. Though she wants to do her father's biding, the rumors of how Andy mistreated his first wife leaves Abigail worried about her future, especially knowing he isn't the type of man that would find her new mindset appealing.            When Levi and Abigail accidently encounter each other, the connection is instant, but they both know a relationship between them can never be due to their circumstances. Yet, as the couple continue to spend time together through various circumstances, the connection only deepens.            Will Levi catch his wanted thief and collect his bounty? Will he tell Abigail the truth about who he is? And will Abigail choose to go against her father in order to be with the man she wants? Find out if these two star-crossed lovers can find a way to be together in this epic 1880s historical romance.]
        

      

      Levi Emerson and his partner, Clyde Forester, have been undercover for over a year chasing the ring leader of the largest cattle rustling group. After months of pursuit, they are closing in on their target, and looking forward to bagging their bounty. A paid informant has told them the the rustler's next target will be the Larsen Ranch in Rockwood Springs, Texas. When Levi arrives at the ranch, he poses as a cowboy in order to gain employment at the ranch and catch the cattle thief.

      

      Abigail Larsen is the daughter of one of the largest cattle barons in all of Taylor, County Texas. She has just returned home from finishing school, with what is considered by society, dangerous ideas that she gained from secret women's suffrage meetings. Her father has plans for her to marry Andy Wilson, a local rancher and recent widower, in an attempt to expand the family's influence in the region. Though she wants to do her father's biding, the rumors of how Andy mistreated his first wife leaves Abigail worried about her future, especially knowing he isn't the type of man that would find her new mindset appealing.

      

      When Levi and Abigail accidently encounter each other, the connection is instant, but they both know a relationship between them can never be due to their circumstances. Yet, as the couple continue to spend time together through various circumstances, the connection only deepens.

      

      Will Levi catch his wanted thief and collect his bounty? Will he tell Abigail the truth about who he is? And will Abigail choose to go against her father in order to be with the man she wants? Find out if these two star-crossed lovers can find a way to be together in this epic 1880s historical romance.
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      Melanie Strow is supposed to be returning from the trip of a lifetime before school resumes for the fall. When a bag is left near her feet while going through customs, she is immediately chased by a K9 officer under the premise that she might be attempting to smuggle drugs into the country. When in fact, the only thing she is carrying is a stomach bug that lands her in the hospital.

      

      Officer Jason Wild is surprised to see his K9 companion, Sheba, identify the modest looking woman as possibly in possession of cocaine. Yet, when he and another officer start in pursuit, instead of running, she collapses onto the floor of the airport deathly ill.

      

      He is quite old fashioned, a far cry from his namesake. She is so different from any other woman he’s ever met, making him feel reckless at heart. Can she find happiness with a ‘wild’ man that could be taken from her at any moment by such a dangerous job? Could it be that they were placed in each other’s path to bring out the best in each other?
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