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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (I’m sorry it’s so long!

        Feel free to skip to Chapter One.)

      

      

      

      My dearest readers,

      I know you’ve been waiting for Jenn “Baby-girl” Mullins' story for what seems like forever. At first, she wasn’t old enough, being only nineteen when she was introduced in Leather & Lace, two years after both her parents were murdered, and she went to live with her godfather, Ian Sawyer. She needed to mature, go to college, and figure out her future before committing herself to a man for life. However, during that time, she fell in love with Doug Henderson, but that love was unrequited, at least for the time being. Doug was in denial. Hey, it happens. He’s human (okay, fictionally human), and sometimes they can have the best thing staring them in the face, and they can’t see it. But since this book has a happy ending, you know Jenn didn’t give up without a fight.

      Now, here’s the second reason you’re just getting their story. My personal life got in the way of my writing. Between my mother’s health issues and my own, moving because my rent skyrocketed (they wanted people to move out so they could renovate and get higher rents), COVID, and dozens of other real-life issues that would take forever to mention, I found it challenging to focus on my writing. I was a mess for a bit because my characters wouldn’t talk to me, and trust me, that’s unnerving for a writer. The stress of that makes it worse too.

      In addition to the events unfolding in my personal life, during the summer of 2023, I decided to remove all my books from KU and list them on other platforms. I’d already made several smaller series available on other sites at the end of 2022, but now it was time to take the Trident Security series and its spin-offs out of KU. It was scary, terrifying even, but I felt it was the right thing to do at that point in my career.

      Several things factored into my decision: 1) In 2023, Amazon’s payout for KU pages read had dropped to an all-time low. It didn’t help that AI-generated books were flooding the market. 2) Kobo Plus, an alternative to KU, was introduced to the US and UK markets around the same time. 3) I had author friends who had their Amazon accounts shut down, by no fault of their own, and suddenly found themselves without an income while they fought to get the accounts back. Some did. Some didn’t and had to start from scratch on other book sites. I couldn’t risk that happening to me.

      Since ninety-nine percent of my books would be available on sites like Kobo, Apple, B&N, and more, I chose to update my brand first and dropped the middle initial "A" from my pen name. In doing so, I could make my name bigger on the book covers, which would be easier for my readers to spot. That meant updating the covers, blurbs, and back matter for over fifty titles, in e-book, print, and audio formats. Then I had to upload them to the various websites—five for e-books, four for audiobooks, and two for print books. If you lost count, when combined, I had to update or create over 550 listings for all my books and their available formats. Yes, that’s a lot, and yes, it took months to complete everything. I also updated my logo. My website is currently undergoing a makeover, and it’s not yet entirely up to date. But hopefully, the designers will have it finished soon.

      Now, I know this all sounds like a lot of excuses for why it took me so long to write Baby-girl’s story, but as most of you already know, real life throws you curveballs when you least expect them. Real life didn’t care that I’d written Jenn and Doug’s prequel short story for the Trident Security Field Manual SEVEN years ago. I was shocked and devastated when I realized that’s how long you’ve been waiting for their whole story. I sincerely apologize for that—it was never my intention to keep you in suspense for that length of time. Many of you often asked when the book would be out, and unfortunately, I couldn’t give you an exact release date until I was almost finished writing it. For much of that time, I hadn’t even started it.

      Over the past two years, the only books I released were short stories from anthologies that I expanded into novellas, and writing them took a lot out of me. I was worried that I could no longer write a full-length novel—a worrisome thought. At any given time, I have approximately twenty-four manuscripts open, some of which are half-completed or have several chapters, while others are just basic outlines. I want to tell these stories so badly, but I can’t force the words if they won’t come. If I try to do that, I won’t be happy with the results, and neither will my readers.

      I was so excited yet anxious when I finally had the chance to sit down and start Burning For Him. Would I get a few chapters in, only to have the characters stop talking to me? It’s happened to me before. (Yes, I’m calling you out, Brian Malone!) And if I did finish it, would it be the book you’ve all been waiting for so patiently? Would I feel that I had done my best to give Doug and Jenn the happily-ever-after they deserved after all this time? Would you, my dear readers, love it, think it was so-so, or hate it?

      I hope you enjoy it, but I’ll understand if you’re not happy with the results. Not every reader is pleased with every book they read. It’s what makes us all unique and diverse. But I promise you, if I didn’t think this was the best way to give Doug and Jenn their HEA, I wouldn’t have released the book. I would have rewritten it over and over until I was finally happy with the story. When I finally typed “The End,” it was a huge relief, and I celebrated with a bottle of wine.

      One last thing I need to mention. The Trident Security series and some of its spin-offs contain elements of the BDSM lifestyle. Up until now, the only book in the original series that didn’t was Whiskey Tribute. It just didn’t fit in with Curt and Dana’s story, and my readers understood that. I knew before I started to write Burning For Him that this would also be the case for Doug and Jenn, and I realize some readers might be upset or disappointed about that. However, in earlier books, it was mentioned several times that Jenn was not interested in the lifestyle, so it would be odd for her to change her mind suddenly. Additionally, I would have needed another club, one that her uncles approved of, because there was no way any of them would be comfortable playing at The Covenant while Jenn and Doug were there, or vice versa. The “ick” factor was too strong. However, that doesn’t mean the sex scenes aren’t steamy because they are, and Doug and Jenn have a fun conversation about the lifestyle too. So, I hope you understand why the book is written in this manner.

      I know this was a long “author’s note,” but I felt you deserved a detailed explanation. And, now, my dear readers, I give you Burning For Him: Trident Security Book 13, the story you’ve all been waiting for.

      Sincerely and with all my love,

      Samantha
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      A prequel short story for Jenn and Doug, titled “Burning Embers,” is included in the Trident Security Field Manual. If you’re following the best reading order for the original Trident Security series and its spin-offs, you’ve probably already read it. While it’s not necessary before continuing with the whole story, it does include their first kiss, what led up to it, and what happened immediately afterward. Burning for Him takes place almost a year later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m still not happy about this,” Angie’s husband, Ian, grumbled while staring across the backyard at his goddaughter, Jennifer Mullins, excitedly chatting with a few friends. Her large surrogate family and many others had gathered for her going-away party.

      Angie turned her head to the side so Ian couldn’t see when she rolled her eyes for the third time in less than an hour. She wasn’t in the mood to rack up punishments, which usually resulted in Ian’s hand making hard contact with her ass. Since they were in the BDSM lifestyle, spankings were normal for them, but she preferred erotic ones over the others.

      “We’ve had this conversation dozens of times over the past two months, my love. She’s a grown woman now and allowed to make important decisions like this on her own. You can’t confine her to this compound for her entire life.”

      The well-guarded, fenced-in complex, situated on dozens of acres on the outskirts of Tampa, Florida, was owned by the Sawyer brothers: Ian, Devon, and Nick. They bought it at an auction, years ago, after the government discovered it was used to run an illegal drug operation disguised as an import/export company and seized it. At the time, retired Navy SEALs Ian and Devon wanted the place for their new company, Trident Security. Then, their cousin Mitch approached them with the idea for an elite BDSM club, The Covenant, which now occupied the first of four warehouses when anyone entered the compound. The next two buildings housed the Trident offices, bunk rooms, a firing range, training areas, a gym, and a vehicle garage.

      The fourth and final warehouse was converted into four penthouse-size apartments. On one end, Ian and Angie lived below Devon and his wife, Kristen, while at the opposite end, Jenn had her own three-bedroom apartment, with Nick and his husband, Jake Donovan, occupying the one above hers. In between the last two warehouses was Ian’s Oasis, the backyard Angie designed for him as a birthday gift a few years ago. Then, after Kristen and Devon’s son, JD, was born, the brothers had a cottage built for their wives where the two women could focus on their respective careers—Kristen was an author, while Angie was an artist. The building had plenty of room for each of them to spread out and a play area for the kids, which now included Ian and Angie’s ten-month-old daughter, Peyton.

      “Why not?” Ian asked.

      Shifting Peyton to her other hip, she glared at her idiotic husband—not that she’d call him that to his face. Alpha men could be so damn stubborn sometimes, but the ones like Ian made up for it in so many other ways. “She’s twenty-three and a college graduate with a great career ahead of her. She just wants to do this first. You can’t control where she goes, what she does, and who she dates anymore.”

      His gaze whipped to hers. “Who she dates? Who the fuc—fudge is Baby-girl dating?” Like all the other retired-military Trident Security men and women, he made an effort not to curse in front of Peyton, their nephew, and their friends’ little ones, but he was still a work in progress. Too bad it was after Marco and Harper’s daughter, Mara, learned to say twatwaffle, which probably wouldn’t go over well when she started preschool soon.

      “Ugh.” She fought the urge to roll her eyes again. “No one. At least, not that I know of. My point is that you have to let her live her life the way she wants to. Jeff and Lisa raised her right. And after they were killed, you stepped up and finished the job for them. They would be so proud of her, and you should be too.”

      “I am, but⁠—”

      “But nothing, Ian. I know you’re worried, but you have to let her go. You gave her the watch with the tracking device in it, a backup satellite phone, pepper spray, a collapsible baton, and probably a dozen other weapons and doohickeys. You’ve met Dr. Sanchez before, and Carter knows her well. You told me her place is guarded by expats, and nothing has ever happened to any volunteers who stayed there. Jenn’s also not going alone, and you investigated everyone who will be with her. And Carter, Jordyn, and your teams put an end to that drug and sex trafficking cartel that operated nearby.”

      Carter and Jordyn were friends and members of the club, as well as undercover agents who worked for a highly classified government organization that most Americans were unaware of.

      “The cartels are like rats—you destroy one colony, and dozens more are waiting to take over.”

      “But Dr. Sanchez told you there’s been no new activity at Diaz’s old estate down there.”

      “Once they found out he was dead, the Colombian federales seized everything they could and then let the jungle take the rest. It doesn’t mean the area is safe, though.”

      She handed him Peyton when the baby reached for her Da-Da, and then she kissed him on his rigid, stubbled jawline. “Jenn will be fine. You and the teams trained her to think like an operative. She’ll have protection there and the self-awareness you instilled in her. Let her spread her wings.”

      “I still don’t like it.” His intense gaze remained pinned on the young woman he loved as much as his own daughter, but it softened a little as Peyton patted his cheek.

      Angie glanced around the party and spotted someone else glaring and frowning at Jenn while trying to hide from her. She knew better than to say anything to Ian, though.

      You’re not the only one, my dear husband.
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        * * *

      

      Why the hell is Ian letting her go to fucking Colombia for three months? Is he out of his fucking mind?

      Doug Henderson kept his feet rooted to where he stood for the past hour, fighting the compulsion to demand that his boss lock Jenn in her apartment. Better yet, Doug should drag her in there himself.

      No, you shouldn’t, you asshole. You’ve gone over this time and again. She’s too damn young for you, and she’s got a hero complex since you took a bullet for her.

      As he repeated that last line over and over in his head, like a mantra, he absentmindedly rubbed the puckered scar on the right side of his chest under his T-shirt. It was a reminder of how he fucked up nearly four years ago, while guarding the then nineteen-year-old, and almost got her killed. It was bad enough that she was kidnapped, but Doug also had to deal with the murder of his partner during the same incident. With his own injury, he hadn’t been able to save either of them. Thankfully, her surrogate uncles, the six original Trident Security team members, and some of their associates rescued her along with Angie, who’d also been taken hostage.

      “You’re gonna go nuts while she’s in Colombia, aren’t you?”

      Doug turned his glare to Jason “Tuff” Tanner and his massive brown and white pit bull, Meat, who snuck up on him while his mind wandered. Tuff worked for another company, Blackhawk Security, which had a strong relationship with Trident, despite the two being technically competitors. The owners of both were retired military—most of their employees were too—and they often helped each other out with personnel and equipment. In fact, Doug initially worked for Chase Dixon at BHS, and it was then that he was assigned as one of Jenn’s bodyguards to escort her to and from her college classes because of an ongoing threat against Angie. On their way home one afternoon, they were ambushed, and Jenn was taken by crooked DEA agents and a few gang members they’d hired.

      After it was all over, he expected Ian to finish killing him. Instead, once Doug had fully recovered, the man shocked him by offering him the supervisor position for Trident’s new Personal Protection Division. Had he known how often he’d run into Jenn on any given week, Doug might have turned down the job. He’d been attracted to the younger woman, eight years his junior, but despite his best efforts, his captivation had only grown stronger. It didn’t help that she had a crush on him and kissed him eleven months ago. It was also fucked-up that he kissed her back before his brain overrode his body. Since then, he tried to avoid her, but when he worked in the same compound she lived in, it wasn’t always possible.

      “No, I’m not gonna go nuts, asshole. What are you talking about? Jenn is—she’s my boss’s goddaughter and a friend. Nothing more,” he said, knowing it was a lie. “Like everyone else here, I’m just worried about her safety, that’s all.”

      He couldn’t stop himself from glancing toward the stunningly beautiful blonde woman. When he first met her, she had strawberry blonde hair, but about two years ago, she started adding highlights to it, making the color more blonde than red. Even with the distance between them, he could see her brilliant blue eyes sparkle as she laughed at something one of her friends said.

      Tuff chuckled and slapped Doug on the shoulder. “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, dude. Maybe someday you’ll convince yourself that’s all it is. C’mon, Meat. Let’s grab a beer.”

      Doug didn’t follow the man and his dog. He wasn’t in the mood to be teased by, hopefully, the only person who’d figured out his attraction to Jenn. Tuff made subtle comments about Jenn to him on a few rare occasions, but Doug never took the bait. Her godfather would throw him out of the company’s helicopter at five thousand feet above the Earth if he suspected anything. Since Doug was still alive and employed, he’d obviously done a good job of hiding his feelings. Too bad he couldn’t get rid of said feelings altogether. He tried dating other women over the past several years, but none had sparked more than a passing interest from him. After a few dates and a roll in the sack a time or two, he was ready to move on. But when alone in his bed or the shower, and the need for release overtook him, it was Jenn his mind always conjured up to send him over the edge. Then the guilt and shame kicked in, and he felt miserable afterward.

      He glanced around. Over seventy people had come to wish the young woman a bon voyage. They filled the landscaped yard, which featured numerous seating areas, a fire pit, an outdoor kitchen, a large grill capable of holding a whole pig, and a koi pond. A few shade trees and a misting system helped keep everyone cool when Gulf coast temperatures soared, and two areas on the far end were set up for cornhole and horseshoes. It was often used for parties or as a gathering place for when the Trident employees needed a little downtime. However, for a crowd of this size, they’d needed to set up tables and chairs in the parking lot beside it to accommodate everyone.

      Laughter and raised voices caught Doug’s attention. He turned to his left to see three of his division’s bodyguards approach him, undoubtedly intending to drag their supervisor into the friendly argument they were in the middle of. Taking a sip from his half-empty beer bottle, he decided to let them, hoping whatever it was about would keep his attention away from Jenn.

      Fat chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      As she chatted with her friends Daniella Mavis and Yardley Adams, Jenn did her best to ignore Doug’s glare from where he unsuccessfully tried to blend in with the shrubbery. She didn’t know what his problem was, but she wouldn’t make it hers. He made it perfectly clear he wasn’t interested in her romantically almost a year ago, after she practically threw herself into his arms and kissed the ever-loving hell out of him.

      “Stop staring at him,” Yardley chastised. She and Jenn met in college while taking many of the same classes together and became BFFs. “He had his chance, and you deserve better than him.”

      Jenn didn’t realize that she was staring and ripped her gaze away from the man. She confided in both women about her humiliating experience back then and asked them to help her get past it. They offered shoulders to cry on while gently telling her that it was time to move on and find someone else to love. There was no point in yearning for a man who didn’t want her in return. She even let her friends set her up on a few blind dates, but they all failed. Her heart and body still yearned for Doug, despite his rejection. However, he avoided her like she was a predator and he was the prey she wanted to eat alive. She almost groaned aloud—that was not a good analogy when she was trying to forget the man.

      Doug was one of the reasons she was flying to Colombia tomorrow to spend the next three months working at a medical commune. She’d wanted to volunteer in an undeveloped area of another country after being inspired by two friends who’d done that during a summer break before entering their third year of college. However, she decided to wait until she earned her bachelor’s degree in social work, during which time she researched where she wanted to go. Grandpa Chuck and Grandma Marie Sawyer, who loved her as if she were their own granddaughter, were involved in many charities and helped her explore several volunteer programs. Jenn’s biological grandparents all died before she started kindergarten, and she didn’t remember any of them, so she was grateful for the relationship she had with her godfather’s parents.

      After talking to several other people, Jenn narrowed it down to two places. One was an Argentinan orphanage, and the other was a commune run by Dr. Ramona Sanchez, located near the small settlement of San Justino, just an hour northwest of the bustling city of Bogotá, near the foothills of the Andes Mountains.

      After researching both places and contacting the women who ran them, Jenn decided to go to Colombia, which she knew her uncles weren’t thrilled about, even though Carter had known Dr. Sanchez for years and often sent her supplies to help the underprivileged native Colombians that she aided. Although she doubted they would’ve been happy if she had chosen Argentina instead. If the alpha men in her life had their way, she’d stay cocooned in their well-guarded compound until she was an elderly spinster virgin. Well, they weren’t getting their way this time, and she definitely wouldn’t be the one to tell them the virgin thing was no longer an issue.

      Before Doug was assigned as her bodyguard and her attraction to him began, Jenn quietly dated a nice guy she met at the University of Tampa. “Quietly” because she didn’t want her uncles to go ballistic and investigate and interrogate Cole. He was her first real love, but after six months of dating, they realized they weren’t meant to be together. Their dreams and aspirations were vastly different from one another. Jenn knew she wanted children someday, and that didn’t blend in with Cole’s plans. His parents’ nasty divorce and neglect of their three kids had jaded him. He also wanted to move to California after graduation, and Jenn didn’t want to be on the other side of the country from the only family she had left. So, in the end, she and Cole went their separate ways but remained friends, staying in touch through social media. He was now in a stable relationship with a woman who also wanted to remain child-free, and Jenn was happy for the couple.

      While she’d dated a few other guys since then, she hadn’t slept with any of them. Her heart, mind, and body compared every man to Doug, and they all fell short. Someone else had to be out there who could meet the high standards she’d set. After observing the deep love and affection her parents and her uncles had for their spouses, Jenn refused to settle when it involved giving her heart away to someone for life.

      Daniella stepped between Jenn’s line of sight and Doug, then skillfully steered the conversation in another direction. “I still can’t believe Ian and the rest of them are letting you go.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t easy to convince them.”

      “How did you?”

      Jenn smirked. “I got my aunts, Grandpa Chuck, and Grandma Marie to back me up. And Nick too.”

      Only a few years older than her, she never considered the youngest Sawyer brother to be an uncle. In fact, she even had a brief crush on him in junior high. Now, he was more like the older brother she never had.

      Daniella laughed. “I bet that didn’t go over well with his brothers and Jake.”

      Though eleven years older, the pretty brunette and Jenn had clicked last year when Jenn trained her to take over her job at Donovan’s Pub so she could start a social work internship. Since then, Daniella had gotten to know Jenn’s extended family well since they often hung out at the pub, which was owned by Mike Dovonan, whose younger brother, Jake, was a Trident operative and Nick’s husband. Uncle Jake was on the same SEAL team as Jenn’s dad, Ian, and Devon, and came to work for the brothers when they all retired from the military, along with their teammates Marco DeAngelis, Brody Evans, and Ben “Boomer” Michaelson. Nick had also been a SEAL before retiring from the Navy, but on Team Three in San Diego.

      “I don’t even want to think about what his punishment was.” She knew all about the BDSM club on the other side of the compound—how could she not? Her uncles and their spouses were in the lifestyle, but it wasn’t something she was interested in. However, because of her long-time exposure to everyone being so comfortable in their sexuality, she wasn’t embarrassed by it. As long as she didn’t observe them being too intimate, she didn’t mind hearing about it sometimes. She even got a kick out of some of the conversations her aunts had about sex.

      “But Kristen, Angie, Nick, and the others all knew what doing this meant to me. We’ve talked about it a lot over the past two years. I think Uncle Ian and Devon hoped I would forget about it, but this is why I went into social work. I want to help people.” A family friend, Kayla London, was a social worker, and it was through her that Jenn became interested in the field as a career. “It’s only for three months, and it’ll look good on my resume, even though I already have a job in Kayla’s office when I get back. I just wish my uncles would stop calling me Baby-girl and see that I’m an adult now. Hopefully, this will help.”

      Uncle Ian was at the hospital the day Jenn was born and the first person to call her what would become her nickname among the Navy SEALs on her father’s team—thirty-three of them who came and went over the years. While she’d loved the moniker for a long time—it made her feel special as a child—now that she was twenty-three, with little nieces and nephews, it only made her cringe. They would never see that she was a grown woman until she proved it to them, and the way to do that was to step out on her own.

      “I think it will. And then when you get back, we’ll find you a man.” Yardley hooked her arms around Daniella’s and Jenn’s. “In the meantime, c’mon. Let’s get some more wine and toast the new and improved grown-up Jenn Mullins.”
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        * * *

      

      Doug couldn’t remember a funeral or any other event where more tears flowed than they did as Jenn said goodbye to her extended family. Although everyone gathered for the party yesterday, most had returned to hug and kiss her before she left for the airport in a few minutes. Because she was taking several items that Ian had insisted on, which might get flagged by TSA, he offered to fly the small group of volunteers down to Colombia in Trident’s private jet. Jenn accepted on one condition—that Ian and everyone else stayed behind instead of giving the group an armed escort to Dr. Sanchez’s ranch.

      Damn, this was killing him. She’d be on another continent for fuck’s sake. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, having her close by and not being able to claim her like he wanted was torture, but the next three months, not knowing if she was safe every minute, would be ten times worse. While he didn’t see her every day, when they did cross paths, she lit up his world, even for just a brief moment.

      He knew she was embarrassed about their kiss and pissed about how he rejected her and then left—the most challenging thing he’d ever done in his life—but it was the best thing for her. Jenn was an intelligent, warm, generous young woman who could have any guy she wanted, and for some stupid reason, she thought that guy was Doug. She deserved someone better than him. Someone closer to her own age. Someone who could protect her better, rather than almost getting her killed because she was a beautiful distraction. And someday, he’d have to remain in the shadows and watch her find that man.

      It’d been a while since Doug relived that horrible day in his nightmares, but last night, after he left the party and went home to sleep, he woke up in a cold sweat. His chest ached and burned where the bullet had torn into his flesh and ripped a hole in his right lung. Jenn’s screams for him to save her as she was dragged out of the SUV echoed in his head, and Doug barely made it to the bathroom before vomiting up everything he had eaten and drunk only a few hours earlier. He knelt over the toilet for close to half an hour, retching long after his stomach was empty.

      His head throbbed, and he couldn’t think of putting anything into his stomach yet. It still churned as he watched Jenn hug Marie and Chuck Sawyer. It took him a minute to realize she was making her way down the long line of people, and only Brody Evans, his wife, Fancy, and their young son, Zane, were left before she reached Doug, who was last. He should step back or crouch down and call Ian’s dog, Beau, over for a belly rub—anything to avoid the awkward moment that was only seconds away. But he remained frozen until she side-stepped and stopped in front of him.

      Her beautiful blue eyes brimmed with tears, and her cheeks were wet from those that had already fallen. Her chin quivered. Doug tried to tell himself that she was emotional because she was leaving her family behind, and it had nothing to do with him. But she stared at him a bit too long as if trying to memorize his face. After taking a deep, shaky breath, she wrapped her arms around him, squeezed, and then let go, not giving him time to return the embrace. “Goodbye, Doug.”

      His stomach threatened to revolt again at the finality in her voice. It wasn't goodbye for now. It was forever.

      He swallowed hard, then cleared his throat. “Goodbye, Jenn. Stay safe.”

      She nodded as she turned away and waved at the small crowd. “Goodbye, everyone. See you in a few months. Don’t forget to email me pictures of the kids every day so I don’t miss them too much.” Beau stood at her feet and barked, causing Jenn to let out a burst of laughter. She gave the lab/pit mix an ear scratch. “And all the dogs, too.”

      While Beau was trained as a protection dog, he was also considered a pet and Trident’s mascot. He had a key fob on his collar, which opened the flapped doors leading into each of the compound’s four apartments and the two TS buildings. Sometimes, he would hang out in the security company’s garage with the dogs that belonged to the TS mechanics. Tempest “Babs” Van Buren, who was also Trident’s helicopter pilot, adopted FUBAR, a Belgian Malinois that failed protection training, while Jagger, a Rottweiler, was Russell Adams’s PTSD dog. The other four TS protection K9s were on leashes while working or training and stayed in a temperature-controlled building with comfortable kennels and doggie doors to an outdoor play area when off-duty.

      Doug knew Jenn loved all the compound’s dogs and spoiled them like crazy as long as it didn’t interfere with their training. He wondered if she would adopt a pet of her own someday. She would make a great mother—of a fur-baby, that is. He didn’t want to think of her having human babies with someone else. That just made unwanted jealousy course through his system.

      Minutes later, Ian’s SUV left the parking lot with Jenn and her luggage. When they were out of sight, the group broke up, with some heading back home while others went to work. Doug didn’t know how long he had stood there before he glanced around and noticed that only he and Beau remained in the now-empty lot.

      The dog peered up at him and whined. Doug could only manage a weak smile. “I know, buddy. I’m going to miss her too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hola, Jenn!”

      She smiled warmly at the lively ten-year-old boy and his more reserved seven-year-old sister when they dashed toward her as she emerged from the dining hall, arms full of a large basket of corn. The Spanish classes she took in high school and college were extremely helpful in communicating with the local people. Fortunately, several of them knew some English, which was great when she couldn’t remember specific words or phrases. “Buenos días, Matteo and Elena. ¿Cómo estás?”

      “Good,” Matteo replied, switching to the English he learned in school at Dr. Sanchez’s commune. “Can we help you?”

      “Sure, if you want to.” She had to shuck the corn, which would then be dried and ground into cornmeal.

      Two weeks had passed since she and seven others from all over the United States arrived in San Justino. The commune was much larger than she expected it to be—approximately forty acres. It was once a grand estate in the 1800s, but it was eventually abandoned in the 1950s after the government seized it. About thirty years later, Dr. Sanchez’s predecessor, her uncle, who was also a physician, had purchased the land and created a haven for the impoverished. After completing medical school and gaining some ER experience in a Chicago hospital, she came to work with him. Side by side, they helped the underprivileged people of the region for three years until his death. He left her the property in his will so she could continue his charitable work. Donations from various sources helped fund items such as medical and school supplies.

      The doctor and her primary staff lived in the main house. The volunteers shared two bunkhouses, which reminded Jenn of ones she’d stayed in when she went camping with her Girl Scout troop as a girl. A third bunkhouse had small one-room apartments with a shared living room area for the guards who protected the place—mostly expats from the US and Canada. The property’s other buildings included a clinic with room for a few overnight patients, the schoolhouse, the dining hall and kitchen, a chapel, and several storage units. Along the north perimeter were over a dozen small cabins, occupied by local families, including Matteo and Elena. About five acres of the property were sectioned off for livestock, and another seven for a large garden—both providing most of the commune’s food. Several men and women who lived in the cabins helped care for the livestock and tended to the garden in exchange for their children’s education and the security provided by the guards. Others worked various jobs in the town of San Justino or on nearby coffee bean farms and contributed what they could to the commune.

      Jenn dumped the corn atop a rustic picnic-style table and set the basket on the ground beside it for the ears after they were shucked. Matteo and Elena got to work, peeling the husks from the corn. It was Saturday, so the school was closed. All around the compound, other children played or helped the adults with chores and repairs. A few volunteers were fixing a hole in the chapel’s roof, while others assisted in the clinic, garden, or kitchen. It was a sunny day, with the temperature hovering around sixty, which was normal for the summer here. However, the heavy humidity had Jenn’s T-shirt and cargo shorts sticking to her skin. Rain was expected later in the day, but from what she had already learned, it wouldn’t change the humidity level by much.

      “Hey, everyone. Mind if I join you?” Tony Barone, a twenty-six-year-old high school Spanish teacher and hockey coach from Hazard Falls, Kansas, set a basket filled with carrots on the table.

      “Si!” Matteo responded while grabbing two ears of corn and handing one to his sister. He was a good big brother, always including Elena when possible, and very protective of her. She was shy and didn’t talk as much as the other children, but she loved to read. Even though she was only in second grade, Elena had read everything available in the small school library up through the fourth-grade level several times. Last week, Jenn emailed Uncle Ian a lengthy list of supplies and other items she wanted him to send to her, including more books for the younger ones in both Spanish and English.

      Tony pulled a paring knife and a carrot from the basket, then sat
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