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      Other than her Secret Service dog Trixie, Bethany Wilson has never met a woman up to her West Virginian standards.

      But when she and her matchmaking German shepherd cross paths with another hill-country gal, Marine Corps Captain Olivia Miller, she wonders if she’s finally met her match.

      They face the ultimate test of their new-found relationship when a terrorist attack goes dangerously wrong. But putting their lives on the line for what they believe, and who they love, only strengthens the deep roots of their shared heritage.
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      “Wow! Mighty snappy in your dress blues, Sergeant Bethany.”

      “Best watch your back there, Sergeant Alex. Trixie here is just a-looking for something to slam to the ground this fine morning.” With a simple call of Fassen—Trixie spoke German, of course, just like any reasonable German shepherd—she’d have Alex on his ass. The lawn that ran in front of their townhouses was still dew wet, and landing him in it would be a perfect start to the day.

      “Ooo. So scared.” Alex held up his hands in fear.

      His great Russian bear dog was still far enough away that Trixie would get to Alex first, even if Valentin really was the size of a small Russian bear.

      Ukrainian Ambassador Tanya Larina came up with the massive dog, already in his protective Kevlar vest, trotting beside her. First she offered Bethany the traditional Ukrainian greeting on any meeting of the three-cheek kiss, then slipped a hand around her fiancé’s waist.

      “Is Alex giving you any troubling, Bethany?”

      “Nothing Trixie couldn’t jes knock him on his behind for. Not even worth the bother. What do you see in him anyway?” A question she’d made a point of asking whenever Alex was around to overhear.

      She and Tanya traded smiles as Alex offered his ritual groan.

      Alex Warren was actually her favorite among the other dog handlers. He was funny and his dog was awesome. She’d met the duo before Tanya ever came along, but men weren’t what lit the fire for her.

      Though if she were to fall for a man, Alex was the best candidate she’d ever run into, but still…nothing. He’d had the standard reaction to her long-legged blondeness. Which she’d managed to ignore until Tanya had knocked the feet out from under both the “guys”, Alex and Valentin.

      Rather than asking aloud, Tanya just glanced at her uniform and arched an eyebrow.

      “Funeral duty out at Arlington.”

      “Anyone we know?”

      “No. A Marine went down saving the life of the French Minister of Foreign Affairs gone out-and-about somewhere unmentionable. Minister’s flying in hisself to do his dance, honor the dead, raise a glass o’ ’shine in honor of, and all that noise.” Because she was feeling a little self-conscious about her formal uniform—she was always happier in her working uniform or battered jeans—Bethany let a bit of her inner West Virginian out. It was always a comfortable bit of home, even if home was never comfortable.

      Tanya looked at her strangely but it wouldn’t be about that. They often traded Ukrainian for Hillbonics phrases when the three of them, plus two dogs, were sharing a meal or all out together for a morning run.

      “Shouldn’t a girl like Trixie be wearing a pretty bow for the occasion?” Alex’s grin was cut short when Tanya punched his shoulder before Bethany could react.

      “Time for me to get to work before Bethany is forced to hurt you.” Then she turned to Bethany, “If you ever needing me to hold him down for you, you just do the telling.”

      Then Alex swept Tanya into his arms. “You’re welcome to hold me down anytime!”

      Their kiss wasn’t friendly barely-past-sunrise light or even newly engaged hot; it was pure romance.

      “Gotta get us some of that,” she whispered to Trixie as the two of them climbed into her Toyota Corolla for the drive into the office to pick up an official car.

      They, too, were loaded up and headed out. She envied Alex his woman, or at least his relationship. She also envied his beautiful Jeep Wrangler Moab, though she wouldn’t have gone for the lemon-yellow.

      Tanya’s wave was more perfunctory than normal.

      That’s when it hit her. …saving the life of the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, then making a joke. Tanya Larina had been the Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs for the Ukraine when Alex had saved her life twice during her first visit to DC.

      “Shit, Trixie. I really put my foot in a woodchuck hole on that one.”

      Trixie looked worried at her tone.

      “Ready for another exciting day of patrol?” she offered in her best happy squeaky dog voice.

      Trixie smiled even though Bethany wasn’t feeling it. The big shepherd then stuck her head out the window into the warm March air. DC was leaning into springtime right on schedule. It would still be weeks coming before it reached into the West Virginian hill-and-holler country, but it was here now. She tuned into WMZQ on the radio, and was soon singing along with David Lee Murphy’s Dust on the Bottle. Fine wine for courtin’…once you cleaned it up a bit.

      Like that was gonna happen.

      Washington, DC men wanted classy women like Tanya Larina. And classy women like Tanya wanted men a little rough around the edges like Alex. They didn’t want rough-around-the-edges dog handlers with a hillbilly accent that kept slipping out every time she was having fun.

      But dang it, it was who she was, so Bethany leaned into the chorus, adding a thick hill-country twang. There wasn’t a station in DC that played decent bluegrass, meaning she was stuck with country-pop. Trixie was enjoying the wind rush too much to offer her whine of tuneless harmony. Besides, her dog was more of a rock ’n’ roll fan. She always laid down a hot rendition on a Rival Sons or Stone Temple Pilots song.

      Yeah, more than a little dust on this lady. Even all prettied up in dress blues wasn’t going to hide that.
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      Once she reached the Arlington National Cemetery, Bethany tried texting an apology to Tanya—it sounded lame, even to her, but she sent it anyway.

      Tanya sent back something that the translator app on her phone insisted was, “ducks have wet backs even on sunny days.” She had no idea what it meant, but the fact that Tanya had sent it in Ukrainian was probably a good sign that she hadn’t screwed up too much.

      They’d known each other less than two months—only a day less than Tanya and Alex had known each other—but Bethany was already closer to her than she was with most women. Bethany’s friendships with women never worked out. She was far better at being “one of the guys.”

      What was the old line? A single man couldn’t just be a friend with a single woman? Yeah, she totally had that issue. Maybe that’s why she got along so well with Tanya. Tanya was a hundred percent with Alex, which made her completely safe to hang with no matter how nice, friendly, and attractive she was.

      The head of the on-site detail gave Bethany a five-finger hand sign. French Minister of Foreign Affairs was five minutes out.

      She stuffed her phone away and scanned the area once more. She and Trixie had already swept it once, but the Secret Service taught you to double-down on every bet if there was security involved.

      Spring in Arlington National Cemetery was a time of lush green grass and pink buds on the cherry trees. Maples were already going green at the branch tips, and the sun on the birches shone off the white bark so brightly that they looked polished.

      No other burials in the area. Was that on purpose? Probably. Looked bad to the families if there were a lot of holes in the ground. Typically seven to eight funerals per day, but each in its own little time slot.

      “Such,” with the hard German ch—seek. She signaled Trixie forward.

      Trixie was an ERT dog. Emergency Response Team dogs were specialists in attack and guard—keeping a suspect at bay. But more and more, dogs like Trixie were being cross-trained in explosives detection as well. They weren’t up to the standards of the pure sniffers, but they could detect all of the more overt explosives threats.

      They set out at an easy trot around the gravesite, starting at the dug hole with its discreet lowering gear, and slowly circling out.

      Not a lot of places to hide here in the sprawling cemetery.

      Still, their job was to check it out. So, as they hurried along, she pointed at the bases of trees, trashcans, and gravestones, indicating where Trixie should sniff most carefully while she herself did a visual scan. They circled the larger monuments. They were near none of the buildings. If there was a sniper in one of them, there was nothing she could do about it—not likely though.

      The attack on the French Minister had happened during a kidnap attempt in a former-French-colony African war zone. Her role here was more honorary for the Minister, if he even took any notice of her existence. Not that she minded. Secret Service dog handler was a sweet spot on even the worst day. On a day like today it was a pure gift.

      There were only four “unknowns” in view among the vast spread of crosses in this section.

      A woman stoically setting flowers by a headstone.

      A man working along the far verge with a pair of trimmers. He wasn’t doing a particularly good job of staying focused on his job. He kept looking toward the gravesite so often that it was a wonder he got anything done.

      A soldier six rows over and ten crosses down who appeared to be emptying a small bag of dirt. “What do you think, Trixie. Soil from the war zone?”

      “Soil from the deceased’s home. So that he isn’t buried so far from his own soil,” the fourth person spoke to her.

      Before pausing to assess the soldier’s actions, she’d been drawing near the fourth unknown—an old man sitting on a bench under a birch tree shining its little heart out.

      “That’s a right decent thing to be doing.”

      He nodded. He was well dressed: slacks, worn dress shoes, and a long woolen coat.

      Trixie sniffed him carefully.

      Not a passing sniff of, “Oh, he’s fine.” That was all she usually gave people when she was on duty.

      But neither did she trigger to some hidden weapon by sitting abruptly: her danger signal.

      Bethany glanced up the slope toward the parking area. The honor parade was approaching. The horse-drawn caisson wagon to carry the casket. The crisp honor guard of Marines. Mourners on foot and finally a few cars to the rear for those unable to keep pace with the caisson. Still a minute or so before there’d be anyone coming down to the gravesite.

      Bethany let Trixie ease closer.

      Again the puzzled sniff, but no definitive reaction.

      The old man watched the dog for a long moment, then looked up at her face. His eyes were aged blue, softer than a holler crick flowing lazy in mid-summer.

      “Am I dangerous, officer? Your dog seems a mite undecided.” There was something about his voice as well.

      “She is, which is very unusual.”

      He waited patiently.

      “Would you do me a favor, sir?”

      “Iffen I can.” And then she had it. His accent was so familiar that it hadn’t stood out for her.

      “As one West Virginian to another, would you mind either leaving this area now, or staying right here on this bench until after the funeral party departs?”

      “I’ll be waitin’. I come to watch my granddaughter some.”

      Bethany glanced around.

      “Not here yet. But she a-comin’. Y’all get along now,” his nod included Trixie which was
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