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      Marco D’Amato was deep undercover as an informant on one of the biggest cases of his career: taking down the elusive drug lord, Juan Espinoza. He had infiltrated the gang and was part of the top echelon – only to have everything fall apart around him at the worst time…

      Carmen Hill knew the dark-haired man was trouble. People didn’t act suave, speak, or walk with that arrogant swagger, unless they knew they could back it up… and Marco?

      Well, Marco could certainly hold his own… despite her bumbling attempts to say hello to the handsome man, and her horrific timing!

      Couldn’t he?
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        * * *

      

      Step into the world of Disaster City Search and Rescue, where officers, firefighters, military, and medics, train and work alongside each other with the dogs they love, to do the most dangerous job of all — help lost and injured victims find their way home.
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      “Here you are…” Carmen said politely, smiling at the dark-haired woman who walked in with the biggest, musclebound guy she’d ever seen in her life. If you looked up ‘gruesome’ and ‘brooding’ on Wikipedia it would show his face as example one. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      Might also be posted under the term ‘menacing’ too, she thought silently.

      Frankly, since opening this shop here on this side of town?

      There were quite a number of dark, grim, and ‘brooding’ characters hanging around here lately. She’d seen more ammo and heat than her father’s deer stand during hunting season.

      “I suppose that technically everyone is. This place just opened,” the woman said quietly, glancing over her shoulder towards the man who was practically standing on top of her, hovering.

      “Sorta – we just moved locations. I’m Carmen,” she smiled openly, genuinely hoping to make a few acquaintances or at least recognize a few friendly faces in the area.

      “I’m Hope. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too… and those cake pops? Divine… and my favorite. I don’t do the pumpkin – but the mint chip for Christmas? It’s insanely good,” she blabbed on nervously, realizing the large man behind Hope was glaring at her.

      She might not be psychic, but she certainly could read King Kong’s mind as he stared daggers at her.

      “Good to know…” Hope smiled

      “Let’s go,” ‘Kong’ said in a voice that matched his stature. If he’d grunted, she wouldn’t have been surprised. Instead, she was more curious as to what the woman saw in him.

      She was exceedingly delicate, polished, and pretty – and he was… well… the opposite of everything.

      “Thank you,” Hope said sadly, causing a flicker of alarm in Carmen.

      Maybe they weren’t a couple?

      Was he hurting her?

      Could he have kidnapped her?

      “Of course… Are you okay?” Carmen asked softly, trying to avoid being noticed as the big man turned away for a moment as she handed Hope the cups and treats.

      Hope didn’t answer.

      Instead, it reminded her of a dejected person falling into line behind a domineering person. She looked… cowed.

      Beaten.

      Lost.

      Defeated… and was giving in to whatever silent foe she was fighting.

      As Carmen watched them leave together, she saw the woman walking with her eyes cast downwards as the man scanned the street – prompting her to do the same.

      She wasn’t sure what made her look around, but she suddenly noticed that inside the small Starbucks… there were four men in dark suits sitting there, watching the area. She’d served them their orders an hour ago and thought they had left, only to discover that they were still lounging around.

      Not talking.

      Quiet.

      Watching.

      Not disturbing anyone… except her now - only to see one man slowly slide his gaze over towards her.

      There was a flash of surprise on his features that was gone in an instant. His shrewd, tawny eyes reminded her of a lion on the prowl as he watched her intently, before slowly sliding out of his seat, standing leisurely, and walking over towards her slowly.

      She stood there numbly, holding the wet rag she was using to wipe down the counters, struck dumb.

      This man oozed appeal… and whatever he was ‘serving’?

      She wanted a double scoop with a cherry on top!

      “Is there a problem?” he said in a deep, husky voice that made her shiver instantly.

      “No,” she breathed. “No problem. Just thinking to myself and didn’t mean to stare.”

      “It’s not polite to stare at strangers.”

      “Then let’s not be strangers - I’m Carmen,” she said instantly, remembering how her mother used to encourage her to talk to people all the time. Numbly, she stuck out her hand to shake his without a second thought. ‘A stranger was a friend you just hadn’t met yet’… and if any of her friends had looked like this man?

      She’d be one happy camper.

      “Marco…”

      “Polo!” she chimed instantly in a high-pitched voice – and blushed as she realized just how stupid that was. He was going to be mad at her for mocking his name, give her that flat stare like a lion toying with his dinner… but instead?

      It was the exact opposite.

      He let a faint smile slip as the corner of his lip curled upwards, instantly catching her gaze. She couldn’t help but ogle him, realizing just how insanely appealing ‘dangerous’ obviously was to her.

      Never thought I had a type… but I obviously do, she mused silently. Meeeeowww.

      The handsome man leaned forward, curling his finger towards her indicating she should lean in as well for whatever he had to say… and saw the loaded holster under his jacket, swallowing.

      This man was dangerous! Lethal… and she was insane for the line of thoughts climbing through her brain at this moment. She should back away, run, make any excuse to get to safety.

      Yet she was fascinated by something she saw in him – and couldn’t explain why…

      “Carmen, huh?”

      “Yes…” she breathed.

      “Do you work here often? I’ve never seen you before,” he whispered in a hushed voice that was barely audible over the elevator music playing above her head.

      “I actually just took over the store when it was moved… why?”

      “Because I might have a reason to come back if you are here often,” he said simply, causing her to look at him in surprise… just before he slid a glance sideways. “Do you have dog treats?”

      “Dog… treats?” she said blankly and then blinked, clearing her distracted thoughts as she smiled nervously. “Yes. Do you have a dog?”

      “He’s my partner, my baby…” he hesitated quietly, glancing over his shoulder again. “We are not having this conversation – am I clear?”

      “Are you in trouble?” she asked nervously.

      What was it with everyone around here? First that woman Hope… now him? Was she smack dab in the ‘hood’ of town, despite all appearances?

      “I am trouble, gorgeous…” he breathed, picking up a card off the counter, and walking away, leaving her reeling in the wake of what he just said. She stood there, processing what just happened.

      Marco had picked up one of her business cards, wanting to know her full name or remember the store location because he was planning on coming back. Was he going to return to see her specifically? Was she happy about that? He made no bones about the fact that he was dangerous – openly admitting it… and it stupidly fascinated her.

      Like a moth to a flame – ready to get burnt just for the sheer glimpse of unfathomable, heavenly brightness in her life for the single second it took before being incinerated.

      … And like that idiot she was recognizing on the inside?

      She did the unthinkable.

      Carmen wrote her cell number on the back of one and poured four more small cups of coffee before bravely walking out there to the men. Handing them each a cup, she smiled politely, welcomed them to her store, and introduced herself… before turning to him.

      Her mother used to say, ‘Don’t invite trouble into your life’ and here she was – literally inviting ‘Trouble’ into her personal life.

      Marco.

      She caught his eyes watching her again with that slight knowing smirk – and set down a cup for him as well… with her business card. She put it down on the wooden tabletop, laying it with the handwritten information facing upwards pointedly so he could see it.

      Sure enough, he palmed the card and slipped it into his jacket with a slow nod as she backed away nervously, fighting the urge to smile.

      Whatever this was?

      It was insane!

      Glancing over her shoulder, she saw him staring straight ahead, looking completely bored… only to hesitate as one of the men suddenly got up – spurring all four of them to rise almost in unison.

      “Thank you, miss…”

      “Let’s go…”

      The other two, including Marco, were completely silent as they started out the door… except he looked back at her, giving her a faint nod and a secretive slight motion of his hand, before smoothing his suit coat into place and fastening the single button to keep it closed, effectively hiding his weapon.

      He waved at me, she thought, trying to hide a smile.

      Carmen let her breath escape her as she realized she would soon be talking to the incredibly attractive man once again.
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      This was a bad idea, Marco thought abysmally to himself, and the woman’s business card was burning a hole in his pocket as he returned to his sleek vehicle where Lucifer was waiting.

      Lucifer had certainly earned his name over the years and was completely intimidating to anyone who didn’t know him. The gigantic German shepherd was nearly pitch black, with brown flecks in his coat and faint hints of grey near his muzzle.

      His poor pup had a slight overbite, making his fangs hang easily over his lip… but which also caused his buddy to have a slight drooling problem. Marco carried baby wipes for his ‘baby boy’… not to mention his red eyes.

      His ‘baby boy’ had allergies and dry eyes – and Marco faithfully put medicated drops from the vet in his eyes every morning and evening as ordered.

      Yes, Lucifer was black as sin, had bright red eyes, was drooly, mean and ferocious looking… but was a gentle boy unless given the order. It was hard sometimes to remember that they had trained him as a drug sniffing K-9 dog. They had worked for the last six years before transferring into Dallas under a special assignment from Lubbock only three years ago.

      Going undercover for the drug dealer had been a dream opportunity to rise in the police force… and his name, his appearance, and background made him an ideal candidate. If anyone searched the name Marco D’Amato?

      It was his uncle’s escapades
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