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      A CHRISTIAN INSPIRATIONAL SERIES

      Torn between love and loyalty, will he go with his heart?

      

      Former Secret Service agent Hunter Huddleston worked to keep his professional and personal lives very separate—reducing chances of being targeted and ensuring the safety of his family. Suddenly leaving his beloved job at the Secret Service, for publicly undisclosed reasons, he struggles to deal with how he fell in love with his former charge—the First Daughter Susan Wells—who is off limits, way above his class, and highly protected. Worse still, as she tries to bridge the gap between them, he finds out that there are people to whose benefit it was that she remain unattached.

      When a series of murders leave Hunter as the only witness—and prime suspect—will Susan's father, President Wells, accept Hunter’s innocence and allow him to marry his daughter?

      Or will the triple label of having an ex-convict in his family, being a suspect in murder investigations, and mixing a professional encounter with personal interests, cost him his future, the love of his life, and land him behind bars?

      

      First Daughter Susan Wells has lived most of her life securely protected behind high walls, vigilant eyes, and classy facades. She longed to meet and marry a man who was down-to-earth, God-fearing, and real. When she meets agent Hunter Huddleston, she knows he had everything she’s ever wanted in a man. But as regulations dictating his expected professional conduct force them into a choice, he leaves his beloved job for a private career. And just then they discover that danger—and threats to their love and union—are not far behind.
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        CLICK HERE & get your next book #8 – THEIR SISTER’S RESCUE!

      

      

      

      Former Secret Service Agent Hunter Huddleston climbed the stairs up to the upper floor of the Platinum Security building’s annex and paused when he spotted Mark Hamblin and Jason Green, two of his colleagues, standing at the center of the empty common room.

      The place that was a bustle of activity hours earlier had quieted to just the voices of both men. The going-away party for the oldest staff was done, the guests were gone, and for a group of male hosts unused to organizing parties, Hunter was surprised at the speedy cleanup of the common room. As he entered the room, one thing was clear—everywhere was spotless.

      He eyed Mark and Jason—two close friends—who’d usually say hi to him, but they simply cast a glance his way. “Hey, guys.” He waved to them as he drew closer. “How is it going?”

      The two, who appeared to be engrossed in an important discussion, exchanged glances. Then Mark spoke, arching a bushy brow as though Hunter was intruding. “Hey, Hunter. Isn’t your chick looking for you?”

      Hunter paused. “She’s looking for me? Here?”

      Jason nodded. “Not physically. She’s not here, but I heard something about her trying to reach you on the company line. That was before the party. You should go call her or something.”

      They only knew her as Susan, his girlfriend. He’d hid from them who she truly was.

      And he’d expressly warned her not to show up at his job, so his new colleagues could still regard him as a regular guy, and she’d agreed. Even though she’d called him through Facetime on some occasions and asked that he walk around the place while they chatted so she could see it for herself, which he’d gladly done. However, she’d rarely called on the company public phone line.

      Was something wrong?

      Between his confusion over Susan looking for him this seriously late at night and not calling him directly and his sense that both Mark and Jason were shoeing him out of the room, his concerns for Susan won. “Thanks. I’ll go call her.”

      He jogged down the steps. Reaching the ground floor and aiming for the garage, he chose to call her while inside his truck for needed privacy. He couldn’t risk anyone finding out about them publicly when so much stayed unresolved.

      He narrowed past the garage, turned near the wall, and slammed into a strong-chested person. Hand swinging already to his gun, he only lowered it after seeing who it was. “Ed, goodness. You scared me.”

      Their bald-headed, tattoo-armed boss with a kind heart winked. “That’s what it took for you to get scared?” He chuckled. “I thought you never get scared, former Secret Service agent and all.” A hard pat on Hunter’s back had the man striding past him toward where Hunter was coming from. “Anyway, I’ve got to see why the lights are still on up there.” He pointed up the stairs. “It’s late, and those guys should be on their way home. I wonder what they’re still up there doing.”

      “It’s Jason and Mark.” Hunter strode away, pulling out his phone and dialing Susan. “Hey, babe. It’s me. I heard you were trying to reach me. Why didn’t you call my cell phone?” He said as soon as she picked up the call.

      Silence.

      “On the other hand, I was wondering why you’d call this late since you’re usually snoring by now.” Still nothing. He slid the phone away from his ear to see if the call was still connected. It was. His brows drew together.

      Was she angry? But he couldn’t think of one way in which he’d offended her. They hadn’t argued recently either. “Babe, please don’t give me the silent treatment. You know I hate that. I mean, your call is not a problem. It’s just out of character for you—”

      Two pops sounded behind him. Inhaling sharply, Hunter whisked around—and ducked. Another pop of a silencer followed the first two and drew Hunter’s eyes upward. It was coming from upstairs—in the common room he’d just exited—where Jason and Mark were standing, and it seemed as though someone else coming out of the supply room was hit. The newcomer clutched his chest and dropped to the ground.

      Hunter blinked hard. His eyes hadn’t deceived him. Mark and Jason had just killed someone in cold blood. He turned, ran along the concrete wall on tiptoes toward where his truck was parked in the open garage and, head bent, unlocked the truck with his keys.

      He angled inside and slid downward to avoid detection.

      Just then, Susan came on the line. “Hey, honey? Sorry for keeping you on hold. I had Dad calling, so I switched from you to him, letting him know I’d call him back soon. You know how hard it is for him to find time to chat. I figured that if you hung up, I could call you back. What’s up?”

      “Sue, come get me.” He heard the heaving of his own breath. “Come with the Secret Service,” he whispered, sliding down when someone’s shadow flickered behind his truck, near the wall, as if he was checking out the parking lot for witnesses.

      “What? Are you okay?” A trembling overtook her voice. “Involving the Secret Service will make our relationship public. They’d ask why I involved them. You didn’t want that.”

      “Shots were fired.” Sure, he hadn’t wanted a public relationship with her—yet. But that was before two marksmen took out someone on the team he worked with. “Things have changed around here, sweetheart. If you want me to still be alive in the next ten minutes, come with the Secret Service to get me.” He paused, then added, “They know why I left the service. I didn’t do anything wrong. They’ll have my back.”

      She knew that too—and the whole story—at least, most of it that wasn’t classified. “Where are you?”

      “Platinum. You know where Platinum is, right?” His breath spread vapor on the face of his phone as it lit up and he texted her the address, just in case and to save time.

      “Of course. But what’s going on? What do I tell them?” Now worry firmed the trembling in her tone, her inner strength coming through.

      “That I’m in trouble. Because I just witnessed Mark and Jason murder someone on the team. I don’t know if this had to do with my…secret mission. I can’t tell you about it without clearance. But I need the Secret Service’s involvement because I’m not sure, and I can’t divulge the case to the police or to anyone carelessly. Our boss was on his way up there. I’m not sure if he’s alive or dead.”

      Her gasp reached his ears. “Oh! I–I mean, don’t worry, we’re coming.”

      “I’m hiding in my truck but might leave if they come searching. Please, pray for my safety. I’ve got to go. When you come, please make your approach quiet. I’ll find you. They mustn’t know I’m here or witnessed anything.”

      “Got it. What if Dad asks where I’m going? Can I tell him about us now?”

      “He and I have worked closely.” A sweep of a flashlight had Hunter sliding deeper until his knees pressed hard against the low end of the steering wheel. “Tell President Wells you’re going to save the life of the man you love. I love you, babe. In case I never get to say that again. Hurry.” He cut the call, hoping to darken the car, and pressed the button to lock the door, waiting for either Mark and Jason, or Susan and the Secret Service—whichever reached him first. Lord Jesus, You are my shelter and my shield. I shall not die but live and declare the works of the Lord.

      Another sweep of a flashlight, closer this time, filled the truck and brought him face-to-face with Jason. He had no choice. He pulled his gun and fired, and Jason fired back—multiple times—then silence followed the exchange.
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      Tanner Huddleston and his girlfriend, Rebecca Singer, made it to the Bethesda Savers Hospital just in time to be told that Hunter had gone into surgery the second time. Persistent internal bleeding had brought him to being taken under the knife yet again. As Tanner paced, he prayed, harder than he’d ever prayed even for himself.

      Rebecca sat with her head bowed, obviously praying too.

      Soon, a vaguely familiar lady stepped in. She was in protective clothing as though she’d been inside the operating room, but she was clearly not a physician. Security personnel trailed her toward them. She extended him a hand after shedding her protective coat, gloves, and hat. Auburn hair, pulled tight in a bun, matched the well-arched brows above amber eyes. He should know her.… “Are you Tanner?”

      A slight pause by him had Rebecca’s eyes looking upward before she elbowed his arm. So, he nodded. “Yes. Who are you?”

      “I’m Susan.” She darted a glance toward Rebecca. “Hunter asked for you to come.” She gave a curt nod toward her security guards before returning her attention to Tanner, leaving Tanner to wonder what his brother was into. “Please follow me. We can’t talk here.”

      “One moment please.” Tanner reached for Rebecca’s hand, and she clasped it, walking beside him to what seemed like a private—and better furnished—waiting area of that floor of the hospital. As the double doors closed behind them, Rebecca gasped and pointed at the person standing in the center of the room. “Tanner?”

      His eyes trailed her hand. Now he knew who Susan was and why she’d seemed familiar. He approached the tall man with dark, curly hair and gray streaks, bowing respectfully. “Mr. President.” What have you done, Hunter?

      But his little brother wasn’t there to explain why the President of the country and the First Daughter were attending to him at the hospital.

      Tanner could only make a thousand guesses.

      President Wells pinned Tanner with a glare, but it felt as though his displeasure wasn’t against him per se. “Mr. Huddleston.” He said as a statement of fact. “I’m sorry to see that your brother is in the hospital. Please accept my sincere wishes.” He drew Susan aside, then said something to her in a low tone, and she nodded.

      “I’ll be right back.” She returned toward where they’d just come.

      When the President stepped forward, even in his anxious state, Tanner couldn’t miss the close eye the Secret Service agents were keeping on his movements. He’d heard once that ex-cons weren’t welcomed around presidential company, but the man didn’t seem to want him not there particularly, so Tanner accepted his extended hand and shook it. “Thank you, sir.” He glanced at Rebecca and spoke the words already forming in his mind. “I’m sorry, sir, but does my brother work for you?”

      The man glanced toward the doors Susan had just disappeared through and rubbed his jaw. “Yes and no. He used to work for me as a Secret Service agent. A fine one at that, but not recently.”

      A crease pinched Tanner’s brows. “So, why are you here?” He grimaced, realizing how that might sound. “Sorry, sir. I meant, I don’t see why you would come to see someone if they no longer work for you.” He paused, then shrugged—he might as well finish up. “Or why the First Daughter would be in the surgical room. I would think such privileges should be reserved for close friends and family.”

      The President’s jaw hardened. “That is because, as of when I found out the news last night, Susan is your brother’s significant other, and she’d brought him to the hospital.”

      Tanner felt his eyes widen. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “She and he are an item, as you young folks say.” The President shrugged. “That’s what she said, along with things like ‘He loves me’ and ‘I love him’.” He waved a frustrated hand in the air, making gestures. “I just heard about them being a couple, so I’m waiting to get to the bottom of this.”

      Tanner’s hands clenched. “Right. Did you shoot him then?” Tanner didn’t care that he was the President. Or that he had some hefty Secret Service agents around. If this man hurt his brother…He curled his arms.

      The President chuckled. “That is one thing I have not been accused of doing, young man. No, I did not hurt your brother.” He cocked his head, looking Tanner up and down. “I heard you have quite a temper. Good to see Hunter was right about you.”

      At a gentle tap on his arm, Tanner turned to Rebecca. “Take it easy. I’m sure Hunter will be fine, by God’s grace, no matter who hurt him for whatever reason.” She eyed the President.

      “I didn’t cause Hunter any harm, nor did my daughter.” The President must’ve seen the wary look in her eyes.

      “No problem, sir. We’ll wait for an update from the doctors.” Tanner sat on the other side of the more comfortable executive waiting lounge, and even though they didn’t quite swallow the President’s assertion, the man clearly wasn’t happy that his daughter had gotten comfortable with a former Secret Service agent. Tanner wasn’t leaving that lounge either, which must’ve been secured for them because of the President’s status.

      Nevertheless, they sat across from each other like opposing camps at a soccer game until, after some time, footsteps approached beyond the door. But whoever it was passed and didn’t enter.

      After what had felt like another hour and a half, Susan returned with a man in a white coat leading a team. Tanner didn’t wait for the doctor to reach him. He strode to the doctor with Rebecca at his side. “Doctor, how is Hunter?” The sad line stretching his face didn’t look good. Tanner braced for whatever the doctor would say.

      When the doctor finished, all Tanner could do was slide into a seat with his shoulders hunched.

      “I’m sorry, sir”—the doctor cast a glance to the President, who stood some distance away—“and Mr. President.” Then he returned his attention to Susan, Tanner, and Rebecca. “We have no choice but to wait to see if his body can fight to recover. It is safer to put him into a medically induced coma. Right now, this is a waiting game. His chances are fifty-fifty. If you are given to prayer, now is a good time to do it. If you’ll excuse me.” He left.

      Tanner’s mind reeled as Rebecca grasped his arm, hugging it tight to her. “Sweetheart, your brother will be fine. God will fight for him. Let’s pray and wait.”

      Tanner nodded, kissing her cheek. “Thank you, honey.” He glanced upward to Susan, who had her arms curled around her belly, head bent. Dark circles smeared the skin under her eyes like she hadn’t slept. “Can you tell me what happened here? And how you got involved with my brother? From the beginning, please? I just want to grasp what everyone’s role here is. Thank you.”

      Susan cast a nervous glance toward her father, and the President crossed his arms, drawing closer and taking a seat too, his face unreadable. “Actually, I’d like to know that too. One moment Agent Huddleston was one of my most preferred agents, and I couldn’t be happier that he was assigned to your detail. Next thing I hear, you are asking me to let him accompany you to a ball. And then a chain of events led up to today. Please, enlighten me on how all that happened, if you don’t mind.” Pent-up anger clipped off the ends of each of the President’s words, hard and sharp, as if he were struggling not to shout.

      “I’m sorry I kept this from you. It seemed like the right decision.” Susan stepped back, sank into a chair beside her dad, and sighed.

      He curved a hand around her shoulder, drawing her into a hug and kissing her auburn hair. “It’s okay, dear. I just wished you trusted me with someone that important to you. I could’ve protected him, even if I voiced any initial dissent.” He peeled her away and held her at a distance. “Tell me.” He cast a glance toward Tanner and Rebecca. “Tell us everything.”

      She moved away from her dad and settled her hands on her knees. “It’s a long story.” She looked at Tanner, willing him to understand.

      “That’s okay. We have nothing but time.” Tanner shifted onto an adjacent seat beside Rebecca, and they listened while praying in their hearts for Hunter to win the fight for his life beyond those double doors.
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      One year earlier…

      

      “What are you cooking today as a special, Mr. Ambrose?” Secret Service Agent Hunter Huddleston asked as he entered the space where he could exhale and unwind on a Sunday after church service and following a long week’s work. To be honest, the times spent here made his evenings worthwhile and reduced the stress that accompanied his job.

      “The first daughter is a connoisseur, my friend.” Mr. Ambrose dropped a sample of his cooking on his palm, licked his finger, and put down the ladle. “Since her mother died, she’s brought over her mom’s favorite recipes and had me prepare them at first. Then, when she tasted them and loved them, ooooh, she was sold.” His rich laughter filled the White House kitchen as naturally as though he always belonged there. And he had, for thirty years. Of everything about him, his knees were the ones that gave away his age when he’d wince as he bent to get something in a lower cabinet. Thankfully, he now had more staff members he could call on should his knees get creaky.

      “Since the last time you were here, she’s stopped by aplenty so we could prepare a meal from one of her mom’s recipes together.” He inched up a shoulder, and his gray-and-dark Italian hair bobbed. “Right now, we’re about halfway through her recipes. And she’s going to be stopping by soon to finish up the next one. I think making all these meals from her mom’s cookbook brings her closer to the good memories of the times passed. She’s definitely missing her mom. And I do whatever I can to help her and make her smile.”

      Hunter rolled up his sleeves and approached the sink where a tray of unwashed lettuce sat while wondering whether the man was more interested in telling stories today, or if he was being attentive to what Hunter was about to do. “That’s really interesting. Most daughters of the rich I know love to be served, not to serve.”

      A staff member handed him a sieve.

      “Your sister, Lucy—I love her heart, but she’s not rich and famous. Yet she loves to be served, doesn’t she?” Mr. Ambrose chimed. “Has she ever served anyone?”

      “No.” Hunter groaned. “Leave my little sister out of this. I know she’s spoiled, but she was the baby of the family for so long before we gained two more.”

      Mr. Ambrose whistled. “Those last two are so adorable in your photos. When are they coming to visit here? I’d like to spoil them with my new cake delicacies.” He winked.

      Hunter shook his head, turning on the power wash. “Listen, that still doesn’t explain why the First Daughter likes to soil her rich hands in the kitchen. I’d think she would wait for a tray to get sent up to her room or something. Are you spoiling her too?” It was Hunter’s turn to wink and hear the old man growl.

      A voice, soft and feminine, sounded behind him as he lowered the sieve into the sink for his power wash of the vegetables. “I’m not like most other rich kids.”

      Hunter’s hand lifted under the splashing water, and when he glanced sideways at Mr. Ambrose and saw the wideness of his eyes, he didn’t have to ask who had just spoken.

      Thinking fast, Hunter finished rinsing the vegetables and set them on a tray to drain. He wore plain clothes right now. She couldn’t possibly identify him as a Secret Service agent.

      Nor did she know he was starting his next detail working with her tomorrow—Monday. Switching off the tap, he turned around and inhaled sharply as his gaze settled on the most beautiful amber eyes and auburn hair he’d ever seen.

      Taking in her smile, he managed to yield a smile of his own while his eyes examined her from head to toe, and when they met hers again, his heart was full of admiration. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this casually dressed before.” Where the words came from, he didn’t know. They’d escaped his mouth before he was done thinking.

      And he couldn’t take them back.

      A soft laugh, as soft as her gaze, slipped past her full lips as she inched forward for the sieve of lettuce he had just put down, shook it so more water left the leaves, settled it into the tray, and set it aside. “You’re supposed to shake the basket so more water gets out faster if you intend to eat the veggies sooner.” When she raised her captivating amber eyes to him again, this time her lips stretched into a genuine smile. “That’s what Mom taught me.” Her gaze darting away, the smile faded a little. She settled the sieve back on the tray. “When she was alive.”

      Hunter reached out a hand to comfort her. Then he remembered who she was, who he was to her, and settled his hand down to his side, not meeting the eyes of his fellow agent who was guarding her. “I’m sorry for your loss. Really sorry. Your mom sounds like a great person. Even though I never got to work closely with her. I came here soon afterward.”

      He’d caught himself because, apparently, she didn’t know he was a Secret Service agent. He was enjoying their growing interaction a little too much to make that fact known just yet.

      Clearly, with the way she relaxed around him, she thought he was just a friend of Mr. Ambrose. And for now, he’d let her keep thinking that. Just getting this close to her, without having that professional barrier between them, allowed him to relax and get to know the person he was going to be protecting for the foreseeable future.

      Personally, Hunter was not averse to ladies or to romantic relationships. After all, he had sisters.

      But having observed all of their dramatic and emotional roller coasters, he wasn’t sure he could ever handle a lady close enough to form a relationship with her.

      When he was out in the field, or he worked on undercover operations when he’d been in the military, it was just easier for him to focus on the task, finish it, and make it home.

      Coming home alive was always the goal.

      Not getting killed was always the target.

      And not being caught by the enemy was always the object.

      He never got entangled with anyone while he was undercover. But being safety conscious, he kept a close eye on his own family.

      Having tracked members of his family to be sure there was nothing that could be used against him, he discovered that Tanner had a son while he was imprisoned. And he had tried to develop a relationship with the boy’s family.

      Over time, Hunter had realized he didn’t want to make the same mistake Tanner had made. Hunter wanted to spare his parents the anguish of coming home with stories of a mistake he made.

      They’d love him and accept him either way, of course. But his parents were still dealing with the repercussions of his sister’s separation from her husband, the process of trying to get them back together, and the New Beginnings intervention program that she had gone through where she experienced a miraculous transformation.

      But what had surprised Hunter the most was that Ash, Sharon’s husband, had also experienced a divine transformation when he went through the New Beginnings program.

      He didn’t belittle the importance of such programs but wondered if maybe people took more responsibility for their lives, they would need fewer interventions. It didn’t escape his notice that the only reason he seemed okay was because he was learning from those before him, not because he was perfect, immune to error, or in full control all the time. He reminded himself that it was the grace of God keeping him.

      In addition, he made it his priority to be more responsible and to avoid making mistakes that could become expensive. But during his last undercover stint, he had taken the brunt of the negative effects stemming from that assignment.

      Matter of fact, Hunter was still shocked that, when he went to see Tanner at the New Beginnings complex back then, Tanner had seen through the façade to know Hunter was in trouble.

      For a man usually in control, Hunter felt less like himself—like so much of himself had been lost in the process of being undercover. He’d taken on different personalities so often that it had eaten away at the core of who he was.

      And, overwhelmed at a point, Hunter knew it was time to pull out from those assignments. When he finally got transferred to a different area of the Secret Service, it became a breath of fresh air, and for the first time in years, he’d been able to breathe freely.

      Then, after a few weeks of undergoing training and a break to spend some time with his parents, he returned to duty and was surprised—more like shocked—when he received the notification to be assigned to the Presidential Protection Division (PPD).

      The PPD was the ultimate of Secret Service assignments, and it involved a level of trust he did not intend to break—ever. Having guarded the President, he rarely saw the First Daughter. But now after he’d moved to an administrative position for two months, he’d gotten a reassignment notification to protect the President’s daughter starting Monday.

      However, today was Sunday, and as usual, he sought relaxation with Mr. Ambrose in the White House kitchen. They both attended the small Christian fellowship at the White House, where they’d become friends.

      “How’s your wrist feeling now, Mr. Ambrose? Have you had any pains recently?” Hunter tried to shift the attention of his heart from Susan to Mr. Ambrose, hoping that, in time, he’d calm the rapid beats of his heart as his hand brushed hers when she passed him the sieve of drained lettuce.

      He darted a glance to Mr. Ambrose, where the man sat silently signaling him with a finger over his lips, not to raise the subject. It could be a subject Susan might’ve expressed concerns about.

      “It’s doing better. So, are you looking forward to your new assignment? I heard you got sent somewhere new.” Ambrose changed the subject on him, grinning at Hunter’s squirm.

      Hunter had no way to signal him that he didn’t want that subject discussed because the subject of the matter was standing right next to him.

      So Hunter did the next thing he could and asked Ambrose about the recipe he was making. That seemed like the safest subject for them all. “So, I heard you have some recipes that will be of interest.”

      Susan straightened, and her perfectly formed brows rose an inch as she smiled. “Well, if you’re going to be a frequent visitor in this kitchen, be well informed that I do enjoy coming around regularly to make my mom’s recipes.”

      She shrugged her shoulder. “It’s not like it’s a rule. It’s just something I love to do that takes my mind off things.”
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      “What sort of things?” Hunter handed Mr. Ambrose the next ingredient and started shaving the carrots while she took over and squeezed juice from the lemon. They worked like a team, and it felt good.

      Her shoulder inched up. “Stuff like…being asked to go for to a ball tomorrow with a congressman, the son of a senator, who’s been on my neck for a while, but I’m not interested in him.”

      The news made him gulp as he turned to her.

      “Why? I’d think that’ll be something admirable and commendable that he’s interested in you,” Hunter probed.

      “Not really. It works if the love goes both ways. If one person loves you and you don’t love them, it doesn’t really matter, does it?” She pinned him with such a strong gaze that he blinked.

      “I guess it doesn’t. Do you love somebody else?” His hands froze over the carrots and hers over the lemon squeezer as they stared at each other, and it seemed as though she was just seeing him for the first time.

      Vulnerable beneath the way she studied his face intensely like she was studying a map, memorizing a path for the future, he struggled not to turn away. Then her eyes rested on his hand as she swallowed hard and looked away, blushing. “I think it’s too early to tell.”

      Heat climbed his neck. Was she talking about him? It couldn’t be. They’d just met. But…what if she felt the same way at first sight about him as he had?

      “Hunter, hand me that sieve, will you?” Mr. Ambrose interjected, drawing him back to the present.

      Hunter handed the vegetable sieve to Mr. Ambrose, who accepted it from his hand and tugged him close. “I can see you like her. Take it easy. People are watching.”

      They worked in silence for the next minutes, and when they were done about an hour later, chatting about irrelevant things like the coming weather, contrary to the common sense screaming in him, he made a bold move. “Hey, would you want to join me to eat our latest creation on the balcony outside the kitchen?”

      She stared at him. Then she yielded her plate to Ambrose to dish out her share. He also dished out a portion, handed it to Hunter, and dug spoons into both plates, adding cupcakes and a cup of ice cream to their trays. Then he asked the young men to carry the trays for them there.

      “I’m in.” She smiled. “You lead the way.”

      Surprised at her acceptance, Hunter shed his apron, as did she hers, and together they walked to the area outside the kitchen overlooking the White House garden.

      Secret Service agents stayed close to them as they sank into their seats and began eating. Hunter tried not to feel uncomfortable. If his heart was leading him toward Susan, this choice to make a connection with her was the right one. If nothing else, he’d see if there was something worth pursuing and if this was what God intended for him.

      He’d been praying for a long time for God to lead him to the lady He had for him to develop a relationship with. While this may feel like a long stretch from this meal, it seemed he was on the right path.

      And somewhere in his heart, he felt Susan unlocked something in him that had been locked for a long time. He felt free with her. He felt like he could talk about anything with her, and he felt…almost like his heart had knitted with hers.

      But at the back of his mind, Hunter was also well aware of all of the hurdles between them, both professionally and personally. He was not going to deceive himself that courting her was going to be easy. But he was going to take this first step and make an attempt, and if she didn’t like him or she warded him off, then he’d stick to his job, get it done, and move on to his next assignment.

      He was not the type to try to date his bosses. He was not the type to try to court the women he was assigned to work with. But this one was different. He felt so comfortable with Susan—like she was his own person.

      He wanted to dig further to find where that led.

      “So
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