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      One of the most common questions I get about the Trident Security series and its multiple spinoff series is “What is the best reading order?”

      

      Well, I’ve updated the boxed sets for the original series and added the books in the spinoff series so my readers don’t have to go looking for the best reading order. Just get the boxed sets and you won’t have to worry about missing books or coming across spoilers.

      

      Enjoy!

      

      
        
        ◆Best reading order of the Trident Security series and its spinoff series

      

        

      
        TS - original series

        TSO - Trident Security Omega Team

        DoTC - Doms of The Covenant

        DMS - Deimos

        BHS - Blackhawk Security

        MKR - Master Key

      

        

      
        ★TS Book 1 - Leather & Lace (Devon & Kristen)

        ★TS Book 2 - His Angel (Ian & Angie)

        ★TS Book 3 - Waiting For Him (Boomer & Kat)

        ★TS Book 4 - Not Negotiable: A Novella (Parker & Shelby)

        ★TS Book 5 - Topping the Alpha (Jake & Nick)

        ★TS Book 6 - Watching From the Shadows (Marco & Harper)

        ★TS Book 7 - Whiskey Tribute: A Novella (Curt & Dana)

        ★TS Book 8 - Tickle His Fancy (Brody & Fancy)

        ★No Way In Hell: Books 1 & 2 - A crossover between the Trident Security and Steel Corps series (by J.B. Havens)

        ★TS Book 9 - Absolving His Sins (Carter & Jordyn)

        ★DoTC Book 1 - Double Down & Dirty (Gray, Remi, & Abbie)

        ★TS Book 10 - Option Number Three (Mitch, Tyler & Tori)|

        ★TSO Prequel - Mountain of Evil

        ★TSO Book 1 - A Dead Man's Pulse (Logan & Dakota)

        ★TSBook 11 - Salvaging His Soul (Jase & Brie)

        ★DMS Book 1 - Handling Haven (Frisco & Haven)

        ★DoTC Book 2 - Entertaining Distraction (Mike & Charlotte)

        ★DMS Book 2 - Cheating the Devil (Brad & Avery)

        ★BHS Book 1 - Tuff Enough (Tuff & Concetta)

        ★Trident Security Field Manual

        ★TSO Book 2 - Forty Days & One Knight (Darius & Tahira)

        ★TS Book 12 - Torn in Half

        ★DoTC Book 3 - Knot a Chance (Stefan & Cassandra)

        ★BHS Book 2 - Blood Bound (Chase & Rylie)

        ★MKR Book 1 - Master Key Resort (A prequel)

      

        

      
        **The books of the Trident Security series and its spinoffs can be read as standalones, however, for optimum enjoyment they are best read in order.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The story within these pages is completely fictional but the concepts of BDSM are real. If you do choose to participate in the BDSM lifestyle, please research it carefully and take all precautions to protect yourself. Fiction is based on real life but real life is not based on fiction. Remember—Safe, Sane and Consensual!

      

        

      
        Any information regarding persons or places has been used with creative literary license so there may be discrepancies between fiction and reality. The Navy SEALs missions and personal qualities within have been created to enhance the story and, again, may be exaggerated and not coincide with reality.

      

        

      
        The author has full respect for the members of the United States military and the varied members of law enforcement and thanks them for their continuing service to making this country as safe and free as possible.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHO’S WHO AND THE HISTORY OF 
            TRIDENT SECURITY AND THE COVENANT

          

        

      

    

    
      ***While not every character is in every book, these are the ones with the most mentions throughout the series. This guide will help keep readers straight about who’s who.

      

      Trident Security (TS) is a private investigative and military agency, co-owned by Ian and Devon Sawyer. With governmental and civilian contracts, the company got its start when the brothers and a few of their teammates from SEAL Team Four retired to the private sector. The original six-man team is referred to as the Sexy Six-Pack, as they were dubbed by Kristen Sawyer, née Anders, or the Alpha Team. Trident had since expanded and former members of the military and law enforcement have been added to the staff. The company is located on a guarded compound, which was a former import/export company cover for a drug trafficking operation in Tampa, Florida. Three warehouses on the property were converted into large apartments, the TS offices, gym, and bunk rooms. There is also an obstacle course, a Main Street shooting gallery, a helicopter pad, and more features necessary for training and missions.

      In addition to the security business, there is a fourth warehouse that now houses an elite BDSM club, co-owned by Devon, Ian, and their cousin, Mitch Sawyer, who is the manager. A lot of time and money has gone into making The Covenant the most sought after membership in the Tampa/St. Petersburg area and beyond. Members are thoroughly vetted before being granted access to the elegant club.

      There are currently over fifty Doms who have been appointed Dungeon Masters (DMs), and they rotate two or three shifts each throughout the month. At least four DMs are on duty at all times at various posts in the pit, playrooms, and the new garden, with an additional one roaming around. Their job is to ensure the safety of all the submissives in the club. They step in if a sub uses their safeword and the Dom in the scene doesn’t hear or heed it, and make sure the equipment used in scenes isn’t harming the subs.

      The Covenant’s security team takes care of everything else that isn’t scene-related, and provides safety for all members and are essentially the bouncers. The current total membership is just over 350. The fire marshal had approved them for 500 when the warehouse-turned-kink club first opened, but the cousins had intentionally kept that number down to maintain an elite status.

      Between Trident Security and The Covenant there’s plenty of romance, suspense, and steamy encounters. Come meet the Sexy Six-Pack, their friends, family, and teammates.

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team)

        and Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        
          	
        Ian “Boss-man” Sawyer: Devon and Nick’s brother; retired Navy SEAL; co-owner of Trident Security and The Covenant; fiancé/Dom of Angelina (Angie).
      

      	
        Devon “Devil Dog” Sawyer: Ian and Nick’s brother; retired Navy SEAL; co-owner of Trident Security and The Covenant; husband/Dom of Kristen.
      

      	
        Ben “Boomer” Michaelson: retired Navy SEAL; explosives and ordnance specialist; son of Rick and Eileen, fiancé/Dom of Katerina (Kat).
      

      	
        Jake “Reverend” Donovan: retired Navy SEAL; Dom and Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      	
        Brody “Egghead” Evans: retired Navy SEAL; computer specialist; Dom.
      

      	
        Marco “Polo” DeAngelis: retired Navy SEAL; communications specialist and back up helicopter pilot; Dom.
      

      	
        Kristen “Ninja-girl” Sawyer: author of romance/suspense novels; wife/submissive of Devon.
      

      	
        Angelina “Angie/Angel” Sawyer: graphic artist, fiancée/submissive of Ian.
      

      	
        Katerina “Kat” Michaelson: dog trainer for law enforcement and private agencies; fiancée/submissive of Boomer.
      

      

      

      
        
        Extended Family, Friends, and

        Associates of the Sexy Six-Pack

      

      

      
        
          	
        Nick Sawyer: Ian and Devon’s brother; current Navy SEAL.
      

      	
        Mitch Sawyer: Cousin of Ian, Devon, and Nick; co-owner/manager of The Covenant, Dom.
      

      	
        T. Carter: US spy and assassin; works for covert agency Deimos; Dom.
      

      	
        Shelby Christiansen: human resource clerk; two-time cancer survivor; submissive.
      

      	
        Parker Christiansen: owner of New Horizons Construction; Dom.
      

      	
        Curt Bannerman: retired Navy SEAL; owner of Halo Customs, a motorcycle repair and detail shop.
      

      	
        Jenn “Baby-girl” Mullins: college student; goddaughter of Ian; “niece” of Devon, Brody, Jake, Boomer, and Marco; father was a Navy SEAL; parents murdered.
      

      	
        Mike Donovan: owner of the Irish pub, Donovan’s; brother of Jake.
      

      	
        Charlotte “Mistress China” Roth: Parole officer; Domme and Whip Master at The Covenant.
      

      	
        Travis “Tiny” Daultry: former professional football player; head of security at The Covenant and Trident compound; occasional bodyguard for TS.
      

      	
        Rick and Eileen Michaelson: Boomer’s parents. Rick is a retired Navy SEAL.
      

      	
        Charles “Chuck” and Marie Sawyer: Ian, Devon, and Nick’s parents. Charles is a self-made real estate billionaire. Marie is a plastic surgeon involved with Operation Smile.
      

      	
        Will Anders: Assistant Curator of the Tampa Museum of Art Kristen Anders’s cousin.
      

      	
        Dr. Roxanne London: pediatrician; Domme/wife (Mistress Roxy) of Kayla.
      

      	
        Kayla London: social worker; submissive/wife of Roxanne.
      

      	
        Chase Dixon: retired Army Ranger; owner of Blackhawk Security; associate of TS.
      

      	
        Doug Henderson: retired Marine; bodyguard.
      

      	
        Reggie Helm: lawyer for TS and The Covenant; boyfriend/Dom of Colleen.
      

      	
        Colleen McKinley: office manager of TS; girlfriend/submissive of Reggie.
      

      	
        Dr. Trudy Dunbar: Psychologist.
      

      	
        Carl Talbot: college professor; Dom and Whip Master at The Covenant
      

      

      

      
        
        Members of Law Enforcement

      

      

      
        
          	
        Larry Keon: Assistant Director of the FBI.
      

      	
        Frank Stonewall: Special Agent in Charge of the Tampa FBI.
      

      	
        Calvin Watts: Leader of the FBI HRT in Tampa.
      

      

      

      
        
        The K9s of Trident

      

      

      
        
          	
        Beau: An orphaned Lab/Pit mix, rescued by Ian. Now a trained K9 who has more than earned his spot on the Alpha Team.
      

      	
        Spanky: A rescued Bullmastiff with a heart of gold, owned by Parker.
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      Mentally rolling his eyes, Parker Christiansen listened as his older brother droned on about life in Boston—a life Parker felt he never fit into and had left behind years ago. Dave was just like their parents—stuck-up, arrogant, and rich. He’d even followed in their father’s footsteps and became a successful corporate attorney.

      Meanwhile, Parker had taken his love for using his hands to build things and become an architect/builder/contractor. And no matter how successful he’d made his company, New Horizons, his father always managed to put him down. Nothing he ever did was good enough for the old man. Their family came from wealth and privilege, and Judge Alan and Janet Christiansen couldn’t accept that their youngest son liked getting his hands dirty. They also didn’t like that Parker was a Dom in the BDSM lifestyle—a fact Alan had found out by accident several years ago—and he never let his son forget it.

      But his brother had always been curious about the lifestyle—not in front of their parents, of course. Dave had called him a few weeks ago, saying he would be in Florida on business this weekend, and he wanted Parker to bring him as a guest to the club he belonged to. The Covenant was a private and elite BDSM club in Tampa, and Parker had been a member since the doors opened over four years ago. His company had done some of the work on the club, as well as the other three warehouses in the gated compound.

      He had converted one of the buildings into two apartments for the club’s owners, Ian and Devon Sawyer, and was in the process of adding two more apartments in the currently unused half of the building. From what he was told, Ian’s goddaughter, Jenn, was getting one, while their younger brother would be given the keys to the last unit for when he retired from the Navy. One of the other buildings was home to the Sawyers’ company, Trident Security. The ex-Navy SEALs had a thriving business in both ventures, but their cousin Mitch Sawyer was the third co-owner and manager of the club. The club Parker and Dave were en route to.

      Parker had given Mitch his brother’s name to get him cleared to be a guest. The Covenant was extremely strict with running background checks on potential members and visitors. Legally binding privacy contracts had to be signed to ensure what happened at the club stayed at the club.

      “Why do you want to check out the club again? I thought Carol was against the lifestyle.”

      Dave shrugged. “She agreed our marriage needs a little spicing up. I’m thinking about joining a club outside Boston, but I wanted to check one out first with you so you can fill me in on the lifestyle a little more.”

      Pulling off the highway, Parker drove down the private road leading to the compound. “Take your license out. You need to show it to the guard.”

      “There’s a guard?”

      “Yeah. The Sawyers take the security here seriously.” He took the ID his brother handed him, rolled down the window, and gave it to the guard. “Hey, Murray. What are you doing here? Thought you only worked days.”

      The burly, armed guard swiped the license through his hand-held computer, compared the picture and name to the approved list, and then handed the card back to Parker. “Just grabbing a little overtime. One of the guys called in sick. You’re all cleared. Have a good night.”

      “Thanks. You, too.”

      Parker found a spot for his truck and killed the ignition. “Give me your cell phone.”

      “Why?” Despite his question, Dave handed him the device.

      “They aren’t allowed on the floor of the club.” Well, they were if they remained in a pocket or purse. Any texting or talking on phones had to be done in the lobby or parking lot. But Parker didn’t want his brother to be tempted to use it inside. He tossed the phone, along with his own, into the glove compartment. “All right. Remember. I’m responsible for you here. At the front desk, you’ll get a yellow wristband that indicates you’re a guest and not available for play. You don’t do anything without checking with me first. When I introduce you to anyone, you ask permission from the Doms or Dommes to speak to their submissives. There’s a two-drink limit for guests and anyone who is going to play. Don’t ask for more than that because they keep track.”

      Waving him off, Dave climbed out of the Chevy Tahoe. “I got it. I read all the stuff you sent in the email. No worries.”

      Despite his brother’s assurance, Parker still couldn’t help but think this was a big mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Shelby Whitman walked out into the main room of the club and let the pulsating music flow through her body. Ian’s new submissive seemed nice. When they’d met a few minutes ago in the women’s locker room, Angie appeared nervous, but that was expected for a sub’s first time in a BDSM club. Shelby hoped she’d eased the woman’s anxiety with her little pep talk.

      Taking a quick glance down her body, Shelby grinned at her new outfit. Tonight’s color was electric blue. Her bra, mini-skirt, which flared out when she turned, and wig, with straight hair to her shoulders, all matched perfectly. What had started as a way to hide her thinning hair from radiation treatments years ago had become a fashion statement that had remained long after her treatments for ovarian cancer were completed. Now cancer-free for six years, she still wore a different colored wig to match her outfit every time she came to the club.

      Glancing around, she tried to tell herself she wasn’t looking for him, but her gaze still searched for those gentle brown eyes and blond crewcut. There were plenty of single, hot Doms at The Covenant, but something about Parker Christiansen always drew her in, making her libido wake up and take notice. Totally drool-worthy, he was continually tan from working outside. She knew he owned his building company. However, he wasn’t the type of guy to sit behind a desk and let others do the dirty work. Parker got right down in the trenches with his employees.

      But the Dom wasn’t for her. He needed more than a submissive . . . he needed a wife. Parker was the type of guy who should grow old with the woman he loved, spoiling lots of children and grandchildren. Something Shelby could never give him. It was part of the reason why she liked the lifestyle—well, besides the incredible orgasms she tended to receive regularly from any of the other single Doms who wanted to play. She could hook up with anyone who wasn’t looking for long-term . . . anyone who only wanted a relationship here at the club and not out in the “real” world.

      Before her cancer, she had wanted a long-term relationship with a Dom/husband, two-point-six kids, a dog, and a house with a white picket fence. But that was before fate had been cruel. Now, she had nothing to offer a man except sex and friendship. So, she came here, put on her best smile and the bouncy personality everyone loved, before going home . . . alone.

      Taking a deep breath, she pushed Master Parker from her mind and headed to the submissives’ waiting area. Maybe Masters Brody and Marco would be here and willing to indulge her in one of their ménages. The two always left her sated and well-cared for without emotional attachments. And that was just fine with her.

      *****

      An hour after they arrived, Parker was dying to get out of there. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be at the club—he just didn’t want to be there with his brother. He knew this had been a mistake. While Dave had been asking a bunch of questions, it was apparent he still had no clue about the lifestyle and didn’t belong in it. It was also pissing the Dom off that his brother was leering at every scantily dressed sub that walked by as if she were a piece of meat. Having him here was a recipe for disaster.

      In addition to his brother issues, he didn’t want to watch Shelby's scene with the Masters of Ménage. Brody Evans and Marco DeAngelis were the popular tag-team duo for the female submissives, and a few minutes ago, he’d watched from afar as Shelby and the two Doms negotiated a scene. Well, mostly, Brody did the negotiating with the blonde sub. Marco was on Dungeon Master duty at the moment and had kept one ear on the other two and his eyes on everything else going on around him. The DMs were all experienced Doms or Dommes who took shifts to ensure no harm came to any submissive, whether intentional or not. And Parker was one of them.

      Forcing himself to stop mooning over Shelby, who was chatting with a few other people in a sitting area designated for submissives, he bit his lip in frustration. She was probably waiting for Marco to get off his scheduled shift. Parker glanced at his watch. The DM would be free in about fifteen minutes. “Hey, Dave. Since you can’t play and I can’t leave you alone, why don’t we go somewhere else and have a few drinks.”

      His brother tilted his head. “I’m fine here, but if you want, we can sit upstairs, have a few drinks, and watch from one of the balcony tables.”

      Not the response he wanted, but at least they’d be out of the “pit,” as the members called the huge downstairs playroom. The entrance was on the second floor, where the bar was. The U-shaped balcony had numerous seating areas, with some along the railing so members could observe the scenes from above. He could pick the side over the spanking benches so he wouldn’t have to watch Shelby’s threesome and dream she was his submissive—and his alone. He’d tried to negotiate with her twice in the past, and she’d turned him down both times. It was a single submissive’s prerogative to play or not play with whomever they wanted, and a Dom had to accept it. He only wished he knew why she wanted nothing to do with him.

      Parker stood. “Yeah, that’s fine. Let’s take a walk through the locker rooms. I need to hit the john.”

      Their table was not far from the submissives’ waiting area, halfway between the grand staircase and the St. Andrew’s cross on a small stage in the middle of the room. Usually, the stage was reserved for highlighted scenes or commitment ceremonies. Devon and his sub/fiancée, Kristen Anders, had their ceremony on it a few months ago, and Parker was glad his friend had finally found someone to love. He only hoped someday he could be so lucky.

      Still eyeing the activity around them, his brother remained seated. “I’ll wait here for you. No rush.”

      “I’m not supposed to leave you unattended.”

      Dave rolled his eyes. “Come on, Park. I’m a grown man and don’t need a babysitter. I promise to wait right here.”

      Hesitating, Parker was about to say no way, but Dave gave him that stare that always made him feel like the idiot of the family. That fucking holier-than-thou look that said I’m better than you’ll ever be. “All right, fine. But stay here and don’t talk to anyone unless they approach you first. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      He headed to the locker room, glancing over his shoulder once at his brother. The cocky bastard gave him one of those condescending waves like he was shooing away an annoying gnat. Parker winced and disappeared into the men’s lounge. In there, the sounds of flesh, or leather, smacking flesh, and orgasms being reached faded away while the thumping music was muffled enough so he could hear himself think. Why he agreed to come here tonight, he had no idea. It wasn’t like he and Dave were the closest of brothers . . . hell, if it weren’t for the blood relation, Parker wouldn’t even consider him a friend. Four years younger than Dave’s age of thirty-five, he had always lived in the guy’s shadow. That was one of the reasons he’d moved to Florida . . . to get away from his family.

      Brody stepped up to the urinal next to Parker. “Hey, man. How you doin'?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Not bad at all. Especially since little Miss Shelby negotiated a scene with me and Marco for later. Damn, I love that little firecracker.”

      Parker clenched his teeth. He knew Brody didn’t have anything but respect for the submissive. However, it irked him that the big bastard knew her in a way Parker had never experienced. The computer geek of Trident Security was a former Navy SEAL, as was each of his co-workers. He also had a heart of gold and seemed to be well-liked by everyone who met him. Brody treated every female submissive as they should be treated . . . like they were the most precious women in the world.

      Zipping up his pants, Parker turned toward the sinks and tried to pretend it didn’t bother him who Shelby hooked up with. “Well, then, have a good time.”

      “Hey, before I forget . . . can I call you during the week? I want to overhaul the master bath in my new place. Pink tile and I don’t exactly go together, and the shower is way too fucking small.” He finished at the urinals and stepped over to where Parker was washing his hands.

      “Yeah, sure. Monday’s usually a busy day, but I should have time Tuesday afternoon to swing by and take a look.” Shaking the excess water from his hands, Parker reached over and grabbed a paper towel. He glanced back to see the other man was nodding.

      “That should work. I’ll call you Tuesday morning to confirm. Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Slapping Brody on the shoulder as he walked by, he said, “No problem. See you later.”

      Wanting to get out of the club now more than ever, Parker strode back out to the pit, where two things hit him at once. One—his brother wasn’t where he left him. And two—there was a large, loud crowd near the submissives’ area, and it didn’t appear to be for anything good. Fuck!

      Shoving his way through the group, he wasn’t expecting what he saw, although he wasn’t too surprised. Dave was on the floor, face-down, with one arm hitched high behind his back by a furious Marco. His brother was no match for the security operative who worked out on almost a daily basis.

      Parker had a sinking feeling in his stomach when he saw three women also on the floor a few feet away. Mistress China and a woman he didn’t recognize had their arms around . . . shit . . . a crying Shelby. Wide-eyed, she held a trembling hand against her cheek while the Domme looked ready to spit nails.

      With his fists clenched, he turned his attention back to the two men and barked, “What the fuck, Dave? What the hell did you do?”

      “I didn't do anything. Now get this fucking gorilla off me. I'm going to sue if he doesn't get off me.”

      The whiny, pain-filled order didn’t gain any sympathy from Parker. His gaze went to Marco, who growled and returned the questioning look with a pissed-off glower. “This asshole backhanded Shelby. I had people in my way and couldn't get here fast enough to stop him.”

      What? The bastard hit Shelby? My Shelby? A woman who wouldn’t hurt a fly.

      Parker was livid. Glancing back toward the crying submissive, his blood hit the boiling point. Through gritted teeth, he addressed the other Dom. “He's my brother. Let him up, Marco.”

      Marco’s eyes flickered to Ian, who was standing next to Parker. Travis “Tiny” Daultry, the head of club security, and several other guards had pushed the crowd back to give the Doms some room. Ian crossed his arms and studied Parker's face. Parker knew his fury was showing, and he silently begged the owner to let him take care of this. Ian didn’t say a word but nodded at Marco, who let go of the bastard and stood.

      As Dave got to his feet, Parker couldn’t believe he was stupid enough to say, “What's the big deal? Everyone is slapping women around here, and I get in trouble for what you all are doing.”

      Parker took a step closer to him, his voice low and barely controlled. “You okay?”

      Obviously, not realizing how pissed his brother was, the idiot grinned. “Yeah, Park, I'm fine.”

      “Good.” Without missing a beat, he reared back and punched Dave in the face, knocking him unconscious. He ignored the round of cheers from the crowd and hurried over to Shelby, crouching down in front of her. “I'm so sorry, Shelby. It's my fault. I shouldn't have left him alone.”

      He helped her stand, but Mistress China and the other woman stayed by her side for support. Parker gently pulled Shelby's hand from her cheek and growled, “I'm going to kill him,” when he saw the red and swollen area, which was starting to bruise. He’d known bringing the stupid prick here was a mistake, but the fact that harm had come to Shelby, of all people, had him wanting to wake his brother up so he could knock him out again.

      She grabbed his forearm, her eyes pleading. “No, don't, Sir. I should have grabbed Master Marco or one of the other DMs. He was trying to negotiate with me. I saw his guest wristband and knew he wasn't allowed to play, but he wouldn't take no for an answer. When I tried to walk away, he hit me.”

      Parker drew her into his arms and held her momentarily while everyone else looked on. He saw Ian cock his head at Tiny, who began breaking up the crowd with the other guards. The Head Dom then spoke quietly to Parker. “Let's take this to the office. What do you want us to do with him?”

      Parker didn't answer him immediately—he had a sub to take care of first. She may not be his, but for now, he was responsible for her. He could hardly hold back the anger and guilt in his voice. “Go to the ladies' lounge and put some ice on your cheek. When I'm done with Ian and my asshole brother, I'll take you home.”

      “You—you don't have to do that, I can drive myself.” Shelby's face flushed, and her eyes avoided him. Even though her trembling seemed to ease while in his arms, it appeared she didn’t want to be there.

      “I need to do this, Shelby, please. I need to make sure you're okay and get home safe. This is not negotiable.” He tipped her chin up with his fingers until she looked at him. “Please?”

      She bit her lip but nodded her consent. Mistress China wrapped her arm around the sub's shoulder and eased her from Parker's arms. Despite being a bit of a sadist, the Domme tended to be a mother hen to the submissives. “I'll take care of her. We'll be in the lounge when you're ready.”

      He murmured his thanks to her while Ian spoke to the other woman with them. Parker figured she was the owner’s new submissive, whom he’d heard someone mention earlier. “I'm sorry, but I have to take care of this. Please go with them and wait for me in the lounge. I'll be a few minutes.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      The two women walked Shelby toward the locker room, and before he joined them, Marco gave Parker a heated glare he knew he deserved. He’d broken one of the club’s rules—never leave a guest unattended—and the results had been devastating.

      Ian asked one of the nearby waitresses to bring an ice pack to Shelby before turning to Parker, who still wanted to commit familial homicide. Handing his keys to Tiny, Parker asked, “Can you do me a favor? Toss him into my truck. And don’t bother being gentle about it. He deserves every fucking bruise he gets.”

      The six-foot-eight, two-hundred-and-seventy-five pound, part-time bodyguard grinned. “My pleasure. We’ll take care of him . . . you just make sure Miss Shelby is okay.”

      “I will.” Parker then turned to Ian, his face filled with embarrassment, anger, and regret. “Let's get this over with.”
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      Parker paced behind the closed door of Mitch's office as Ian sat against the front of the desk and watched him. Usually, the manager would sit in on something like this, but Mitch was home with the flu.

      Running a hand over his crewcut, Parker tried to calm down, but it was near impossible. “Fuck! I'm so sorry, Ian. I was only gone two minutes to take a fucking piss. I told him not to move from where we were sitting. He fucking knew he wasn't allowed to play or approach any subs. The only reason I even brought him here is he called me a few weeks ago and said he wanted to see the place while he was in town on business. Said he and his wife were thinking about joining a club in Boston. I knew I shouldn't have brought him here. He doesn't understand the lifestyle the way I do. I know he's cheated on his wife before, but I didn't think he was stupid enough to try something here. Fuck! I'm going to kill him.”

      The owner let him rant for another minute before Parker took a deep breath and glanced at him. “I broke the rules. Do what you have to do.” He plopped down into one of the chairs and hung his head in defeat. He had screwed up big time and wouldn’t be surprised if Ian threw him out of the club for good.

      Ian crossed his arms. “I'm sorry I have to do this, but you know you're not supposed to leave a guest alone for this exact reason. You should have asked a DM or guard to watch him for the time you needed to leave him alone.” Parker nodded but didn't say anything. He deserved the ass-chewing and a whole lot more. “I have to suspend your play privileges for the next twelve weeks. During that time, you'll take three DM shifts per week. I'll check the schedule and coordinate the dates and times with you tomorrow. Your guest privileges will also be suspended for two years.”

      Suspended? Not terminated? Thank fuck. He didn’t think he could live without seeing Shelby every week, whether she agreed to play with him or not. Parker snorted. “Don't worry. I think this is the last time I'll bring anyone here, if they're in the lifestyle or not. I’ve learned my lesson.” He dragged his hand down his face as he stood again. “I'll be back for Shelby in a few minutes. Dave's motel is about five minutes from here. I'll dump him into his room and come back. If I thought a cab would pick up the unconscious asshole, I'd call one. But since Shelby's being taken care of by China and Marco, I'll get rid of him first.”

      Ian nodded and followed him out of the office. At the main double doors, they separated, and Parker continued out to the lobby, where Tiny was waiting for him with his keys. As the big man tossed them to him, he gave him an impish grin. “He’s all tucked in, but he may have a few bruises from when he ‘accidentally’ fell down a few of the stairs.”

      Parker smirked. “How many stairs?”

      “Six or seven. Not sure. Could’ve been eight, but no more than nine. He might’ve broken his neck if that happened.”

      “You’re the best, Tiny.” He gave the head guard a fist bump. “Thanks for taking out the trash. I’ll be back in a few for Shelby.”

      “No worries.”

      Exiting the front door, Parker descended the long staircase leading to the parking lot. From the outside, one would never know the building housed one of the most elite private BDSM clubs on the East Coast. It was the club to belong to, and Parker was lucky this wouldn’t be the last time he drove out of there. Despite his anger, he couldn’t help but think that this might give Shelby a chance to get to know him better and get her past whatever she had against him. As long as she didn’t hate him after tonight. Fuck!
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        * * *

      

      Shelby let Master Marco hold her while they waited in the ladies’ lounge, along with Mistress China and Angie. She felt terrible that this was the new submissive’s first experience in the club. Incidents like this were rare at The Covenant, but every once in a while, a jackass got through the stringent background checks.

      She’d been wary when the man had approached her, immediately noticing the yellow wristband indicating he was a guest. He’d tried to convince her to meet him at his motel later—as if! When she’d tried to walk away, he grabbed her arm. And when she’d told him not too politely to fuck off, he’d backhanded her. Before she knew what was happening, Marco had him on the floor, and Angie and Mistress China were by her side.

      Shelby had heard horror stories over the years about men who assumed women in the lifestyle were easy lays or, even worse—hookers. She’d even met a few of the creeps herself. It was why she never revealed that she was a member of the BDSM community unless she was certain they were members as well and not just wannabes.

      Sitting on Marco’s lap, she let him comfort her with softly spoken words as he ran his hand up and down her back. She knew he was not only making sure she was okay because that’s what good Doms did, but taking control now was helping him deal with what had happened earlier. While she had scened with the Dom many times over the past few years, there was no romance between them, just a comfortable friendship. She didn’t know much about him outside of the club other than he worked at Trident Security, but she did know he’d lost his only sister, Nina, to cancer several months ago. Many of the club’s members had gone to the funeral to support him.

      Shelby hoped someday Marco would find a submissive whom he could fall in love with, although he was more like her in that respect. Neither one of them believed they were able to let someone in for a long-term relationship. She wasn’t sure what his reasoning was, but in her case, what man would want a woman who couldn’t have kids and always lived in fear of her cancer coming back? She’d been lucky her cancer had been caught early enough, but so had Nina’s. Unfortunately, the big ‘C’ had been unkind to both women, but in different ways.

      The upstairs door opened, and someone navigated the stairs. Glancing up, she saw Master Ian enter the lounge. The men rarely came into the ladies' locker room, but it didn't faze anyone when they did. It wasn't as if they hadn't seen most of the women naked at one time or another.

      Unable to read Ian’s expression, she leaped off Marco’s lap and clutched the owner’s arm. Her heart jumped to her throat, and she was suddenly afraid for Parker. “Master Ian! Please don't discipline Master Parker. It wasn't his fault. I don't want him to get into trouble. Please don't kick him out of the club. It's all my fault. I should've walked away sooner.”

      Hysteria bubbled up within her. She was so worried about Parker. Even though the creep was his brother, he wasn’t responsible for the man’s actions. Marco and Mistress China both growled at her as Ian grabbed her by the shoulders and guided her to an empty chair. “Calm down, Shelby, and sit.”

      His orders were given in a commanding tone that instantly demanded a response. As an experienced sub, it had the desired effect on her as she let his deep voice rumble through her. She took a deep breath as he continued. “Master Parker knows he broke the rules, and there are consequences for what happened. None of which were your fault, and I don't want to hear those words out of your mouth again. Understand?”

      Shit. Didn’t they see this wasn’t Parker’s fault? She didn’t want him to be kicked out of The Covenant because of her. Unable to stop the tears from falling down her cheeks, she tried to beg him to understand. “Yes, Sir. But . . .”

      “No buts, Shelby.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I didn't revoke Master Parker's membership, but he did receive a suspension for his irresponsible actions. He accepted full blame for what happened and agreed with the punishment. Now, he'll be back in a few minutes to take you home, so why don't you grab your things from your locker and change? Okay?”

      Still crying softly, she stood and mumbled, “Yes, Sir.”

      Ian pulled her into his arms and hugged her. “It'll be okay, little one. I promise. I think the best thing you can do is dry your eyes, and when Master Parker comes back, give him some of your sass we all love so much and let him take care of you. I think it'll make you both feel better, hmm?”

      She pulled back and gave him a watery smile. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

      Marco took her arm and hugged her as well while placing a kiss on top of her blue-haired head. “Sweetheart, I'm sorry I wasn't there when you needed me.”

      Nodding her head against his firm chest, she didn’t want him to feel bad. “It's okay, Master Marco. You got there as fast as you could.”

      He gave her another squeeze before letting her go. She trudged into the locker area and found the one she used. Opening it, she pulled off her wig, tossed it into her duffel bag, and ran a hand through her spiked blonde hair. Her cheek still stung, and a quick glance in the mirror showed a bruise had already formed. Damn.

      Tomorrow and Sunday, she could stay home, but hopefully, some makeup would cover the black and blue so she didn’t have to answer twenty questions at work on Monday morning. The four other women she worked with in the human resources department at Tri-Labs Pharmaceuticals would notice it immediately and want to kick someone’s ass for hurting her. They were a close group and, for the most part, had each other’s backs. Her dickhead boss was another story altogether. He hated when his employees’ lives interfered with work for any reason. The prick had gotten pissed off recently when one of the women had a bad asthma attack, and the paramedics had to be called. The way he bitched, you’d think the poor woman had scheduled it just to inconvenience him.

      Quickly changing into her sweatpants, T-shirt, and favorite pink, high-top Converse sneakers, she stuffed her mini-skirt into the duffel and then grabbed her purse. At five-foot-four and a size eight, the twenty-nine-year-old was actually looking forward to turning thirty in a few months. Most women might bitch about leaving their twenties behind, but for Shelby, it meant she had survived another year—she was still alive, and that was something to cheer about. However, she was also alone—something which sucked. But she would never get involved with a man, only to have him realize that she wasn’t a whole woman and couldn’t give him children.

      Closing the locker, she picked up her bags and returned to the sitting area. Master Ian was crouched in front of Angie, who appeared worried about something, but it wasn’t Shelby’s place to interfere with a Dom and sub. Ian stood and handed her the icepack again as the door to the stairs opened, and Parker walked in, his brown eyes finding her immediately. There was still worry and regret in them, and Shelby felt bad she had ruined everyone’s evening.

      But damn, the man was gorgeous. He was almost six feet tall, and while he wasn’t as cut as Marco or Brody, he had the body of a man used to manual labor. His blond crewcut was receding a little, but it didn’t bother her—she still thought he was a dreamboat. Unfortunately, he just wasn't her dreamboat.

      Parker hurried over to her and took her duffel from her. “Come on, sweetheart. I’ll take you home. Tiny is having one of the guards follow us in your car.”

      “But, I can⁠—”

      “Not negotiable, Shelby.” When she reluctantly nodded, he put his arm around her, tucked her into his side, and turned toward Ian. “I’ll call you tomorrow about the schedule.”

      As Ian dipped his head in acknowledgment, Parker led her to the stairs, up to the lobby, and out into the parking lot. The temperature had dropped to a cool fifty-two degrees, and Shelby regretted not bringing her sweatshirt when a shiver went through her. The Dom pulled her tighter against him, and she almost sighed at his warmth. Her car was parked near his truck, and two guards were waiting for them.

      Parker came to a stop. “Give Kent your keys, sweetheart. Anthony will follow us, too, and give him a ride back.”

      After handing over her keys, she let Parker help her into his truck. He pulled the seatbelt across her lap and clicked it in place. Shelby thought it was sweet that he was so attentive to her even though she could’ve done it herself.

      He’s a Dom, ding-dong. He would do this for any submissive. Stop mooning over him and get a grip. He deserves someone who can make his life complete, and that’s not you.

      Sighing, she settled in for the ride home.
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        Three Months Later . . .

      

      

      “Goddamn it.” Sighing, Parker sat back in his office chair and flexed his cramped hand. The one thing he hated about his business was the amount of paperwork required for building permits, purchases, and construction bids. And Thursdays were the worst because he had to sign all the paychecks so they could be distributed the next day. He’d rather be out with his workers, pounding nails over at the construction site of a new strip mall. Instead, he was here, reviewing and signing a massive stack of papers his secretary had prepared for him, and after an hour, he was only halfway done.

      New Horizons had seen another company growth spurt recently, and it was time he started thinking about expanding the office and maybe bringing in a partner. One of his college buddies was going through a divorce, and since there were no kids involved, he was thinking of relocating to the Tampa area. Parker made a mental note to call the guy in the next few days and see what he thought about coming aboard. The first thing he was going to do, though, was contract a payroll company because, on Thursdays, it sucked to be him.

      Opening and closing his fist, he shut his eyes for a second and thought back to last Sunday night at the club. It’d been his final shift on suspension, and he’d been the DM stationed near the spanking benches of all places. Everything had been going well until Master Carter led Shelby over for a scene within ten feet of Parker. Her color for the night had been purple, with her wig, bra, and polka-dot miniskirt all matching as usual. Damn, she’d looked so cute and so delicious. And she’d avoided eye contact with him, just like she’d been doing for the past twelve weeks. Twelve long weeks.

      Every night, it had been getting harder and harder to see Shelby scening with other Doms. Yes, she was selective, but he still couldn’t figure out why he was one of the men she turned down. There had been times when they’d talked at the bar, usually with a few other people, and it’d appeared they got along. But ever since the night his brother had hit her, she’d been evading him. He didn’t blame her for being mad, but he’d tried to apologize many times, starting with when he’d driven her home.

      Pulling into the parking lot of Shelby’s condo complex, Parker was pleased to see she lived in a nice, safe neighborhood. Aside from giving him directions, she’d remained quiet during the ten-minute drive, and he found himself wanting to know more about her life outside of the club. Where did she work? Did she have family in the area? What did she like to do for fun when she wasn’t at the club?

      As soon as he put the SUV in park, Shelby reached for the door handle. “Thanks for dropping me off.”

      Parker growled. Oh, no. No way was she brushing him off tonight. “If you open that door, I’ll throw you over my knee and spank your ass until you can’t sit. And if you think I’m dropping you off in the parking lot, you better think again, Shelby. I brought you home so I could take care of you, and this is the last time I will say it—this is not negotiable. Now stay there until I come around and open the door for you.”

      Satisfied when her jaw, gaze, and hand all dropped, he climbed out of the truck and walked around the trunk. Kent had already parked her car and tossed him the keys before getting into the other guard’s vehicle and driving away. Pocketing the set, Parker opened the passenger door and held out his hand for Shelby to take. When was the last time she’d been with a Dom, or any man for that matter, outside of the club? One who treated her like the lady she was and opened doors for her or pulled out a chair so she could sit.

      The questions flew from his mind when she placed her hand in his and stood. Her skin was soft and smooth, and when she let go of him, he had to make a fist to keep from snatching her hand back. Half a step behind her and carrying her duffel, he followed her to her unit, took out her keys, and opened the door. She hesitated a moment before walking in, and he wondered if she was worried about being alone with him. He prayed she at least knew him well enough to know he wasn’t anything like his brother, who he’d literally dropped inside the asshole’s motel room door. The now conscious but groggy bastard could either crawl to the bed or sleep on the floor—it didn’t matter to Parker. Dave was lucky he hadn’t been beaten into a coma.

      Parker dropped her bag next to the foyer closet, not knowing where Shelby wanted it, and trailed her into the little eat-in kitchen. Walking straight to her refrigerator, he opened the freezer and found an ice pack. After wrapping it in a towel he removed from the handle of her oven, he gave it to her. “Put that on your cheek for a bit. Do you have any alcohol—wine or something? Something to stop your shivering.”

      “Irish whiskey. Bottom shelf of the pantry.”

      He raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue her choice since he could use a shot himself. Locating the bottle in the pantry next to the fridge, he looked at her questioningly, and she pointed to an upper cabinet next to the sink. Grabbing two rocks glasses, he filled them a third of the way up, then returned the bottle to its perch. Taking the glasses, he turned toward Shelby. “Go sit in your living room and get comfortable. I’m only staying a little while until I know you’re okay.”

      What he didn’t add was that he hoped she wouldn’t want him to leave. Again, she hesitated, but he waited patiently. He was determined for her to see the caring, gentle side of him, and maybe he could find out what she had against him. When she finally led the way into her living area, he followed and handed her one of the glasses after she sat on the sofa. There were two recliners and a loveseat, but he chose the other end of the couch. Close enough to inhale her strawberry-scented shampoo but far enough away that he wasn’t crowding her.

      “You don’t have to stay, Parker. I’m fine.”

      “Why don’t you like me?” Okay, that’s not what he expected to blurt out of his mouth, but there it was. From her wide-eyed expression, she hadn’t anticipated it either. “I mean, what have I done that makes you avoid me?”

      “I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Parker rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that, Shelby. I’m not stupid. I’ve asked you twice to play at the club, and both times, you turned me down, so I stopped asking. It’s obvious you want nothing to do with me, so tell me why. I’m a big boy—I can take it. Is it my personality? My looks? Do I have bad breath? What?”

      She licked her lips, and his eyes zeroed in on the movement. Shaking her head, she stood, left her drink on the coffee table, and began pacing the room. “It’s none of those things. I mean, it’s not you—it’s me.”

      “Bullshit. I hate that freaking cliché.” He stood, clunking his untouched drink on the table next to hers. “But I guess if that’s all you’ve got, then there’s no point in me sticking around. I’m sorry about what happened with Dave. You’ll never know how sorry I am.”

      He let out a heavy breath. He knew he should leave, but there was one thing he had to do first. Stepping toward her, Parker gently cupped her bruised cheek. Not waiting for a response, he leaned down and kissed her. Flat out kissed her. If this were his only chance, he’d take it. For a brief moment, she melted into him, and his heart leaped for joy, along with his cock, but then she stiffened, and he knew he’d lost her. Hell, he’d never even had her.

      Releasing her, he gazed at her with all his regret and frustration.

      “Goodbye, Shelby.”
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        * * *

      

      Damn. Why couldn’t he get past that night? Get past that kiss? He’d jacked off to that kiss more times than he wanted to count. Watching Carter spank her, plug her ass, and finger fuck her to several orgasms last night had driven him fucking bonkers. It was all he could do to keep an eye on the other scenes to make sure no submissives were in danger of being harmed. What he’d really wanted to do was punch the living daylights out of the other Dom and never let another man touch his sweet Shelby.

      She’s not yours, you dumb fuck. And she never will be.

      His cell phone rang, and he groaned when he saw the name on its screen. “Hello, Mother.”

      “Parker, it’s so nice to hear your voice. How are you, darling?”

      Pulling the phone away from his ear, he stared at it in confusion momentarily. Parker’s relationship with his mother was almost as bad as that with his father. Phone calls were rare, and they were never just for niceties. There had to be a reason other than calling to say hello as ordinary people did. He snorted—his family was far from ordinary. “I’m fine, Mother, and you?”

      “Wonderful, dear. I was wondering when you were planning on coming up for a visit. It would be a pleasure to see you again. I ran into Cynthia Holloway yesterday. She’s moved back to Boston and hoped to see you and catch up on old times.”

      All right. A picture was beginning to form, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what it was. He and Cynthia had gone to a private high school together, and her parents and his were good friends. They’d also been friends who’d gone their separate ways after graduation despite their parents’ insistence that they become a couple. She was pretty and sweet, but there had never been a spark between them. He hadn’t seen her since his brother’s wedding five years ago, when they had briefly caught up with each other’s lives.

      “I’m not sure when I can get away, Mother. It’s a busy time for me.”

      “Too busy to come visit your family? I’m sure your little company can survive without you for a few days.”

      He could hear the false pout and condescension in her voice, and it made him cringe. Damn. Was his family phony and snobby or what? “Actually, Mother, business is booming. So, yes, I am too busy to visit at the moment. As a matter of fact, I have to take another call. Tell Cynthia I said hello.”

      Not waiting for a response, he disconnected the call. Rubbing his index finger over his bottom lip, he wondered what the call had really been about. His brother had called five times in the last three days, but as soon as Parker heard the first few words of the voicemails to make sure no one was dead or injured, he’d erased them.

      A snore came from the floor beside him, and he glanced down at his one-hundred-twenty-pound Bullmastiff. That dog could sleep through a bomb going off. He laid on his back with all four paws twitching in the air as if he were chasing a dream squirrel—the big goofball. On days like this, the human was jealous of the canine, who led such a simple, carefree life, now that he’d been rescued by someone who loved him. Aggravated that he wanted to trade places with an animal that drank out of a toilet, Parker did the only thing he could think of to get Shelby and his fucked-up family off his mind—he attacked the remaining stack of paperwork.

      Damn. It’s going to be a long day.
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      Shelby stared at her image in the mirror and turned to see the dress from every angle. Kristen Anders, soon-to-be-Sawyer, had picked out the most flattering bridesmaid dresses she’d ever seen. The navy, silk, one-shoulder dress stopped right above the knee and could easily be worn again for another occasion—unlike the dress Shelby still had stuffed in the back of her closet from her cousin’s wedding three years ago. That Pepto-Bismol pink, ruffled, satin and taffeta monstrosity had been hideous, especially when paired with the matching parasol she’d had to carry. A shudder went down her spine at the memory.

      “Shelby, you look fantastic in that dress,” Kristen squealed from her seat in the bridal shop showroom. “I’m so glad we all agreed on it because it’s perfect for everyone. And I don’t think you’ll need as much altering as the others.”

      Angie Beckett, who was now engaged to Kristen’s future brother-in-law, and their friend, Kayla London, were attended to by two seamstresses pinning their dresses in all the right places. The fourth and final bridesmaid, Jenn Mullins, the Sawyer brothers’ niece, had just gingerly changed out of her own dress, trying not to stick herself with all the pins that’d been needed. It was a little over two months before the wedding, and the girls had decided to go out to lunch after the fittings.

      Shelby turned around to face Kristen. “I love it, and I’m so glad you went with the navy instead of black, which is so played out these days. Did Will get his tuxedo picked out yet?”

      Will Anders, Kristen’s cousin, would be her man of honor since he’d been her closest friend and relative after her divorce from her cheating first husband. Will had influenced her to move to Tampa after the split, resulting in her meeting and falling in love with Devon.

      Kristen nodded. “Yup. We went the other day and decided to go with a white tux since the rest of the Sexy Six-Pack and Dev’s brother, Nick, will all be in their Navy dress whites.”

      The women laughed at Kristen’s nickname for the six former Navy SEALs who made up the Trident Security team. In addition to her fiancé, Devon, and his eldest brother, Ian, the rest of the hunky men were Marco, Brody, Ben Michaelson—also known as Boomer—and Jake Donovan.

      “It’s one of the reasons I went with a blush-colored dress. That and it’s my second, and last, mind you, wedding. I swear I’m never going through this again. It’s way too stressful.”

      Shelby gave her a half-hearted smile. What she wouldn’t give for things to be different, and she could experience the stress of planning her own wedding. Instead, she was stressed out about the test results, which would be in tomorrow. Last week, while showering, she’d found a lump under her left arm and immediately scheduled a biopsy with her oncologist. Most people would have assumed it was an ingrown hair or waited a few weeks to see if it disappeared. But after going through cancer once before, Shelby was well aware of the different signs and symptoms to look out for.

      She dreaded the word she knew in her heart that her doctor would say—lymphoma. Hopefully, she’d caught it early again, and it would be treatable. Out of all the cancers out there, the statistics for remission were highest for cancer of the lymph nodes. Well, she beat the big “C” before, and she could beat it again. For now, she would try and enjoy the girl’s day out.

      “I think the blush color is perfect for you.” When the seamstress told her she was ready to pin her up, Shelby stepped over to the riser Angie had come down from moments before. “And the dress is stunning. Devon is going to drool when he sees you.”

      Jenn giggled as she sat next to Kristen. “Uncle Devon drools every time he sees her.”

      “This is true.”

      “So, what about you, Shelby?” Jenn asked. “I know you’ve never been married, but did you ever come close?”

      Keeping the rest of her body still for the seamstress, she shook her head. “Nope. And I don’t think I’ll ever get married.”

      Kayla stepped off her riser. “Why not? Girl, you’ve got Doms tripping over themselves to get to you. Especially Parker.”

      Parker. Just hearing his name made her wet and had her thinking back to that one kiss they’d shared. For a brief moment, she’d surrendered to him. Sometime in the past few months, she stopped trying to kid herself that she’d melted because he’d caught her off-guard. The real reason was the electricity that had shot from her lips to her pussy.

      Damn, that man could kiss. Hot. Wet. Demanding. She’d been about to give in and beg him to take her to bed until she remembered all the reasons why it was a bad idea. Then, she’d cried herself to sleep after he’d walked out the door—and had avoided him ever since. With a very good possibility of her cancer coming back, she was convinced she’d made the right decision.

      She shrugged her shoulder. “He’s nice, but I’m not looking for anything permanent. I like being single.” Shit. Even she didn’t believe that lie as she noticed the other women glancing at each other. Better nip this in the bud before they started their matchmaking. “Besides, we aren’t compatible. Yummy Carter is more my type, and he’ll never settle down. I still can’t believe he killed those men who kidnapped Kat the other day and shot Boomer’s dad. Boomer must be so relieved she’s okay and that his father will make it too.”

      Kat was the Dom’s high school girlfriend, who he thought had died years ago. But as fate would have it, she’d been in the Witness Protection Program with her father because Russian mobsters were after him and had murdered his wife and son. Kat recently resurfaced and ran to Boomer for help when she realized someone was stalking her after her father died for real a few months earlier.

      “Well, he’s relieved Rick is going to be okay and is being released over the weekend, but Boomer’s freaked out because Kat took off on him. We don’t know what went wrong with them, but I hope it works out. I think they are perfect for one another.” Kristen snorted. “Oh, and I wouldn’t be too sure of Carter not settling down. I think there’s a woman out there who will put that man in his place. Until then, the rest of us get to enjoy him—well, some of us do, since Kayla doesn’t do guys, Angie and Ian don’t share, and Jenn thinks of him as another uncle.”

      Turning around for the seamstress, Shelby sighed in relief when the others switched the conversation to where they should go for lunch. The last thing she needed was them figuring out she secretly longed to be Parker Christiansen’s submissive and, yes, his wife. But that would never happen.
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      It had been over two weeks since Parker’s suspension was lifted, and he’d yet to play at the club. It wasn’t that none of the subs had requested to scene with him, but because he’d turned each one down. He couldn’t get Shelby out of his mind, especially since he hadn’t seen her since the night she’d played with Carter—the prick—the last night of Parker’s suspension.

      Damn. He had to get his emotions under control. The other Dom hadn’t done anything wrong, but he was the last one Parker had watched bring Shelby to an orgasm. Carter was a nice guy. However, from what Parker understood, the man could kill him without blinking an eye. Not the type of person you wanted to piss off.

      If Shelby wasn’t there again tonight, Parker would drive to her place to find out where she was. Had she stopped coming because he was free to play again, and she didn’t want him to try negotiating with her again? He didn’t think that was the reason. She’d been firm in the past when she’d turned him down. But tonight, he would find out what she had against him, and then he’d fix it because he was beyond obsessed with her.

      Every time he licked his lips, he remembered how she’d tasted. For that brief moment, she’d given in to him, and he was confident that if he chipped away at her resolve, he could win her over. Something was holding her back from becoming exclusive to him or any other Dom, and he was determined to find out what it was.

      After two complete trips around the club, which included asking most of the subs and a few of the Doms if they’d seen her, he knew he had to change tactics. No one seemed to know where she was or why she hadn’t been there. Glancing around, he didn’t see Ian or Devon anywhere, so he made a beeline to Mitch, chatting with a few members at the bar.

      When there was a break in the conversation, he clapped the manager on the shoulder. “Can I talk to you in your office for a minute?”

      Mitch nodded. It wasn’t unusual for the man to receive requests for a private conversation. “Sure.” He addressed the group he’d been speaking with. “If you’ll excuse me . . . I’ll be back in a few.”

      Parker followed him toward the opposite end of the second floor. On this side, there was also a fetish shop stocked with sex toys, wigs, lingerie, and anything else the members were interested in purchasing. They took the hallway to the right of the shop, which led to the offices and stock room. Mitch unlocked his office door with a scan of his palm print. It was how all the doors and gates at the compound were opened. The system could also allow a person only to have access to certain places. Parker knew this from working on the interior construction of all the buildings.

      Shutting the door behind them, Parker took a seat on the near side of the desk as Mitch sat in his chair behind it. He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Where’s Shelby been?”

      Mitch raised an eyebrow at him, then sat back in the chair. “Why do you think I know where she is?”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Mitch, I’m not in the mood. You and Ian know everything about everybody here . . . especially the subs. If one of them suddenly stopped coming, you would either know why in advance or you’d be pounding on their door to find out what was wrong. Now, what’s going on with Shelby? She hasn’t been here in two weeks.”

      The other man sighed. “I’m not at liberty to discuss it with you, Park. I’m sorry. But I didn’t know you were interested in her since I’ve never seen you play together.”

      “Well, it’s not from lack of trying on my part,” he ground out. “Damn it, can you at least give me a hint here? Did she sign a contract with anyone? Is she still a fucking member?”

      Tilting his head to the side, Mitch considered him for a moment. Parker wanted to reach across the desk and shake the information out of the guy, but that would definitely get him tossed from the club, so he waited.

      Almost a full minute went by before Mitch seemed to make up his mind. “She’s still a member and didn’t sign a contract with anyone that I’m aware of. All I can say is she took some time off from the club for personal reasons.”

      There was more to it, Parker was convinced. The owners were highly protective of the club's submissives and knew almost everything about them, which was why he’d come to Mitch in the first place.

      “Didn’t you drive her home the night that your dick-head brother was here?”

      “Yeah.” His blood neared the boiling point again, as it always did when he remembered how Dave had hit Shelby. He hadn’t spoken to the bastard since, although his brother had left numerous messages on his voicemail, trying to apologize. Parker wasn’t accepting any part of it.

      “Well, what are you doing sitting here in my office then?”

      He got it. Mitch wouldn’t break a member’s trust, but nothing would stop Parker from going to her condo and pounding on her door. When he stood, Mitch stopped him with his hand up. “But one thing, Park. Take it easy with her, okay?”

      His brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “If she doesn’t want to tell you, then back off. I mean it. If I find out you went there high-handed, we'll have a problem, you and me. I think she needs a caring Dom at the moment, not an overbearing one. That’s all I’m going to say.”

      Parker was confused. What the hell was wrong with her? Knowing he wasn’t getting any more information, he nodded and then hurried out of the office. Tonight, he was going to find out what was going on with her, and then he’d fix it before telling her he had every intention of making her his. It was time Ms. Shelby Whitman had a full-time Dom . . . and it was going to be him.
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      After flushing the toilet, Shelby reached for the mouthwash. Her stomach was reacting violently to the second round of chemo, and she was having trouble keeping food down. Someone from the pharmacy should be there soon, bringing her new prescription for anti-nausea pills. She’d forgotten to pick them up after leaving the treatment center two days ago and regretted it since late this afternoon. The first round of chemo hadn’t affected her this way, but she was told to expect a cumulative effect as her treatments went on. Thankfully, the pharmacy was open late tonight, and they had a delivery service.

      Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she winced. Hopefully, she’d get a good night’s sleep tonight and look better in the morning. If anyone saw her now, they’d think she had the flu or something. Although someone with the flu probably looked better than this—red eyes, pale face, hair sticking out in all directions, and wearing her favorite flannel pajamas because she was so cold. Thinking back, this was worse than when she’d received radiation following the removal of her ovaries and the hysterectomy six and a half years ago. At least, she thought it was.

      As she shuffled out to the living room couch, the doorbell rang. Hoping it was her prescription, she hurried to the door and opened it without checking to see who it was. Damn. She should have peeked through the peephole first. “Parker? W-what are you doing here?”

      The man raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. Oh, shit. He was in full Dom mode, complete with his club leathers and boots. The snug T-shirt emphasized his strong shoulders and chest. From the expression on his face, it was apparent something was wrong.

      “Checking on you. And from the look of things, I’m glad I did. Why haven’t you been to the club lately? You’ve been sick this whole time?”

      Shelby tried to downplay her illness. “It’s just the flu. I’ll be fine in a few days.”

      His frown said he didn’t believe her. “The flu doesn’t last two weeks, Shelby.”

      “Well, I had some other stuff I was taking care of last week. I’ll be back soon. Thanks for stopping by.” When she started to shut the door, he stuck his foot out, preventing her from closing it all the way. Movement over his shoulder caught her attention, and she realized the driver from the pharmacy had arrived.

      “Ms. Whitman?”

      She sighed as Parker turned to face the college-age deliveryman. “Yes, I’m Shelby Whitman. Thanks for bringing it over.”

      “No problem.” He handed her a clipboard. “Sign here, please. And Mr. Carlson said to tell you he sent over a bag of ginger candies and some ginger tea—no charge. He said that a lot of his patients on chemo find they help with the nausea when combined with the medicine.”

      Shelby winced when Parker’s jaw dropped, eyes popped, and fists clenched. Shit. Signing the form, she handed it back to the driver, who clearly didn’t realize he’d dropped a bomb between the other two people. “Thanks. Wait a second, please.”

      She was about to grab her purse for a tip, but Parker’s growl stopped her. He pulled out his wallet, handed the kid a twenty, and then took the pharmacy bag. “Thanks. I’ll make sure Ms. Whitman uses all of it.”

      Happy about the big tip, the driver waved as he jogged to his car. “No problem. If you need anything else, give us a call.”

      Shelby tried to take the bag from Parker, but the frown on the Dom’s face had her backing up into the foyer. Fuck, she was in so much trouble.
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      Chemo? She was suffering the effects of chemotherapy and tried to tell him it was the flu? This couldn’t be happening. His gut churned as the realization sunk in—his sweet Shelby had cancer. And Mitch had known. This was what he’d been talking about. Or did the club owners truly know what was going on?

      Parker couldn’t imagine any of the Doms from The Covenant allowing her to go through this alone. But Mitch had been right about one thing—Shelby needed a gentle Dom right now, not an arrogant one. When she stepped backward, away from him, he realized he was scaring her. He tried to relax the tension coursing through him and followed her inside, closing the door behind him.

      Now that he knew what was wrong, he could properly care for her. First things first. He brushed past her, entered the kitchen, and promptly grabbed her tea kettle from the stove, filling it with water. Opening the cabinet where he remembered her glasses were kept, he found a coffee mug. He then pulled the medication bottle from the bag and read the label. All the while, he knew Shelby was silently standing in the doorway watching him. “It says to take one pill first, and if you need to, you can take another one.”

      He filled a glass with water, handed it to her along with a pill, and watched as she dutifully took the medication. Her pale face and sunken eyes worried him. “Go lie down. I can tell you’re exhausted. I’ll bring the tea when it’s ready.”

      “You don’t have to do this. I can take care of myself.”

      Taking the glass from her, he turned toward the sink. “Not negotiable, Shelby. Now, unless you want to start racking up some punishments for when you’re feeling better, I suggest you follow orders. Go lie down.”

      She glared at him for a moment, but he wasn’t backing down. Shelby needed someone to take care of her, and whether she realized it yet or not, he’d just signed up for the job. Finally, she heeded his command.

      He didn’t like how sick she looked. After he got some information from her, he’d retrieve his laptop from the truck and do some research while she slept.

      When the boiling water was ready, he poured it into the mug and steeped the teabag. Opening her pantry, he found a honey jar and added a drop. Growing up, it was how his nanny enjoyed it, and since Shelby had honey in the house, it was a good bet she used it in her tea. After draining the little bag and tossing it into the garbage under the sink, he found a spoon in one of the drawers and stirred the heated drink. On his way out to the living room, where he’d heard her turn on the TV, he grabbed the small bag of ginger candies.

      Shelby was sitting on the couch watching the news, and he frowned at her. “You’re supposed to be lying down, sweetheart.”

      “I can’t drink the tea if I’m lying down, Sir.”

      He paused at her snarky use of the title. Raising an eyebrow, he handed her the tea. “Drink up, brat. And where can I find a blanket for you? I want you comfortable while we talk.” He held up a hand when it appeared she would argue with him. “Not negotiable.”

      Letting out a heavy sigh, she pointed to the hallway behind him. “You like those two words way too much. In the linen closet next to the bathroom, bottom shelf.”

      Nodding, he turned and retrieved a heavy, knitted afghan. While she drank her tea, he wrapped the blanket around her, returned to the kitchen, and found her bottle of Irish whiskey. He was going to need a drink for this conversation. The only thing he could figure out so far was that if she was receiving chemo, the cancer wasn’t considered terminal . . . yet. And he prayed it never reached that point. The world would be much darker if Ms. Shelby Whitman weren't in it.

      When he walked back into the living room, she placed the almost empty cup on the coffee table and swung her legs up on the couch. He grabbed a second throw pillow and tucked it with the one under her head. “Comfy?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’m sorry I was so bitchy before. I’ve been throwing up all evening, and I’m tired and achy.”

      He sat in the recliner facing her and sipped his whiskey. “I understand that. What I don’t understand is why you kept this a secret and why no one is here helping you.”

      Shimmying down further, she turned to lay on her side. Her eyes were getting heavy. “I didn’t want to worry everyone. As for someone helping me, I don’t want to be a burden to anyone. My parents have been gone for several years, and my only sister lives in Michigan with her own family. I didn’t want any of my friends to feel obligated to help, so I kept it to myself. I’ve gone through this before, so I know what to expect and what to do.”

      “What?” He gaped at her in shock. “You’ve had cancer before? When?”

      “Almost seven years ago. I went through radiation that time, though. No chemo. I’ve been in remission for six years. A little over two weeks ago, I found a lump under my arm and called my oncologist right away. The biopsy and other tests revealed lymphoma. Non-Hodgkin’s. Stage one. I started chemo last week, and this was my second round.”

      His shock turned to anger, but he tried to keep it from showing. There was no way she was going through this alone. Mentally, he formulated a plan and knew it wasn’t one she was going to be happy with, but, fuck that, he wasn’t giving her a choice.

      Opening his mouth, he quickly closed it again and stared at her. She must have been exhausted because she had fallen asleep within seconds of closing her eyes.

      Yup. Shelby had a new Dom in her life, and if Parker had anything to say about it, it would be permanent.
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      Shelby woke to the smell of coffee and was grateful her nausea was minimal this morning.

      Wait a minute . . . coffee?

      It was then she remembered Parker. He must have stayed all night because it was a little after seven, and somehow, she’d ended up in her bed. Stretching, she glanced around, and confusion struck her. Neatly lined up next to her closet were her two suitcases and several duffel bags . . . and from their appearance, they were full.

      What the hell is he up to?

      Well, first, she had to take care of her bladder. Climbing out of bed and shuffling to the bathroom, she took care of the necessities of life. Why had he stayed? She hated to admit it, but it was nice knowing he had, even after she’d been rude to him and then fallen asleep less than five minutes after getting comfortable on the couch.

      After flushing and washing her hands and face, she brushed her teeth and then headed out to the kitchen. Sitting at her dinette table, Parker’s back was to her, and she took a moment to study him. He was typing away on his laptop and talking softly on his cell. From the sound of it, it was construction business related. He must not have heard her get up and was trying to be quiet and not wake her.

      He was no longer in his leather pants and boots but instead a pair of sweats, a new T-shirt, and sneakers. Either he’d left and returned, or he kept a spare set of clothes in his truck. If she were to guess, it was the latter. A cup of coffee sat next to his laptop. What would it be like to wake up to this domestic scene every morning?

      “Hey, didn’t hear you come in. Are you hungry?”

      She’d been lost in her daydream and hadn’t noticed him hang up his phone. “Um . . . a little. I’ll just make some toast. That should stay down.”

      He stood and held out the chair next to him. “Sit. I’ll get it. Butter or jelly?”

      Stunned, she watched him take over her kitchen like he’d lived there for years, pulling out her bread and popping two pieces in her toaster. A warm, fuzzy feeling came over her as she took the seat. “Um . . . a little butter and some honey, please.”

      A smile spread across his face. “Butter and honey it is. Something to drink? I’m not sure if coffee would sit well in your stomach.”

      “Milk, please.”

      After he placed the full glass in front of her and turned to attend to her toast, she bit her bottom lip. “Is there a reason why my suitcases and duffels are out?”

      “Yup. You’re coming to stay at my place while you go through your treatments.”

      Shelby’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t be serious. But when he brought her toast over, she could see by his expression he was very serious. “I-I can’t do that. I mean, you have your business and everything.”

      He pulled out his chair and rotated it before straddling the seat. “You can do it, and you will. As for my business . . . I’m the boss. Every once in a while, I’ll need to run out and check on things, but I can do a lot of things from home with my computer and phone. That’s why I have foremen working for me.”

      His voice softened. “You need someone to watch over you, Shelby. And that someone is going to be me.” He smirked. “Not negotiable. I’ve even drawn up a contract between us.”

      She took the piece of paper he picked up and handed her, scanning it in shock. Holy crap, he was very, very serious.

      “I used the basic contract from the club. Essentially, it says that I’ll be in charge of your physical, emotional, and mental well-being while you undergo your chemo. All I expect in return is your obedience and a promise you’ll do everything in your power to kick this cancer’s ass. I even added a no-sexual contact clause at the bottom, so you don’t have to worry about me hitting on you. Then again, that would make me an ass for propositioning a woman in your current condition.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. It’d been so long since she’d had someone to lean on. Her parents had come the last time she was ill, but they were both gone now. She cleared the lump in her throat and shook her head. “I can’t ask you to do this, Parker.”

      “I don’t recall wanting you to ask me. You need someone to care for you, and I can do it. Now, I’ve been doing a lot of research on Non-Hodgkin’s, and I have a bunch of questions for your doctor. I got his name from your prescription bottle and made an appointment for us to see him tomorrow. I see from the schedule you posted on the fridge that your next treatment is on Monday—I’ll be taking you to it. What about your job? Can you take a leave of absence? I don’t want you working during this. Hell, I don’t even know what you do for a living. I mean . . .”

      He was on a roll, and she had to stop him. “Parker wait . . . this—this is all too much. I can’t move in with you. Do you realize I’ll be getting chemo for the next six weeks at least? I work in the human resources department at Tri-Labs. My boss is pissed-off enough already that I need six Mondays off in a row. I had to leave early yesterday and took off today because I was sick. I can’t take a leave of absence.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why not? By law, they have to give it to you. If you want, I’ll talk with your boss and tell him he can either okay the time off or get his ass kicked. And if you’re worried about finances, I can cover everything until you’re better. There’s plenty of room at my house, and because I can be a bit of a slob, I have a housekeeper who comes twice a week. I’ll arrange for her to come more often. You won’t have to worry about anything but getting better.”

      Was he crazy? Was she dreaming? “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you doing all of this?”

      Parker took her hand and brought it to his lips. “Because I’m a Dom and because I care about you. Isn’t that enough?”
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      God, he hoped it was enough. Those were exactly the reasons why he was doing this; however, the bonus kicker was he would get to know her better and vice versa. One thing still bothered him, and he had to ask her about it. “Tell me something. Why didn’t Mitch or Ian step forward to help you? I know damn well neither one of them would have left you to suffer through this alone. What did you tell them?”

      Shelby shrugged and bit her bottom lip. “I kind of downplayed it. I told them I had some personal family issues going on and needed to temporarily suspend my membership for a few weeks. They wanted to help, but I told them I’d be okay. Trust me, they tried very hard to find out what was going on, but again, I didn’t want anyone to feel obligated to help.”

      Shaking his head, Parker growled. “You’ve been in the lifestyle for years, Shelby. You know damn well we’re a close-knit community. Nobody says they want to help because they feel obligated to. They say it because they care and know if the situation were reversed, you’d be there for them. They love you, baby. You’re family to everyone at The Covenant. Why don’t you see that?”

      Her eyes filled with tears, and he stood before her, drawing her into his arms. He hadn’t intended to make her cry, but she needed to hear she wasn’t alone in this fight. When she took a shuddering breath, he held her tighter. “Let me tell a few people—you’ll need help whether you realize it or not. I’m moving you in with me, but in case I need to tend to business, I want to be able to call someone to stay with you.”

      She pulled away to glare at him. “I don’t need a babysitter, Parker. I’m a grown woman.”

      “I didn’t say you needed a babysitter. I said you needed your friends and family. They would feel slighted if you didn’t turn to them when you needed them the most.” He let her go and handed her a napkin to wipe her eyes and nose.

      “You’re going to say this is not negotiable, aren’t you?”

      She blew her nose, and he couldn’t help but think even that was adorable when she did it. “Yes, I am. And whether you admit it or not, it’s what you want me to say. Now, eat, and then see if you need anything else I didn’t pack. I put in your clothes, underwear, toiletries, pajamas, medications, and anything else I could think of. I also grabbed your cell phone charger and your e-reader.”

      “Wow. You thought of everything, didn’t you?”

      He winked at her as he shut down his laptop and put it back into its carrying bag. “I hope so, but just in case, you better look. I’ll come back later with a cooler and empty your fridge so nothing spoils. Oh, you’re not allergic to or afraid of dogs, are you?”

      “No, why? Do you have one?”

      Grabbing his now cold coffee, he dumped it into the sink and cleaned the mug. “Yeah. I’ve always loved animals but wasn’t allowed them growing up. My parents were not animal lovers—hell, they’re not even children lovers. Anyway, I called my neighbor and asked him to let Spanky out last night and this morning.

      Shelby choked on her milk. “Spanky? You have a dog named Spanky?”

      A chuckle escaped him, along with an impish grin. Putting one hand over his heart, he held up his other. “I swear, it’s the name they gave him at the animal rescue. It was too ironic to change.”

      The lyrical laugh that came from her mouth filled his heart. It was nice to have her bubbly personality showing once again. Two weeks was way too long not to see her smile and watch her eyes light up in amusement. He vowed then and there to make her laugh as often as possible—for as long as she let him.
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      “This is your house? It’s beautiful.” Shelby couldn’t help the awe in her voice. The one-level ranch house was gorgeous, with stunning landscaping surrounding it. The neighborhood was quiet at the moment, but she could tell many young families lived there because of the jungle gyms in some of the backyards, along with the bicycles and toys in a few driveways. They’d passed an elementary school and park two blocks away, making it an ideal area for raising children. She pushed the thought from her mind.

      “Yup. One of the perks of being a builder. This was a foreclosure and was in desperate need of repair when I bought it. The neighbors were thrilled when I renovated it.” Parker pulled up to the two-car garage and killed the engine. “Stay there, I’ll get your door.”

      She sighed and waited. He wasn’t exactly treating her as an invalid because common courtesies, like opening doors and pulling out chairs, were something most Doms did for any submissive. But part of her wished she wasn’t just any submissive to him.

      Stop it. That kind of thinking will only cause heartache for you both.

      Her door opened, and she took his outstretched hand, letting him help her out of the truck. He gestured for her to lead the way to the front door. “I’ll come back out for your things once I have you settled.”

      When he unlocked and pushed on the front door, they were immediately met by a giant, brown Bullmastiff, wagging his tail furiously and woofing loudly. The dog sniffed her, then his master, and back to her again before pushing past them to pee on a bush. In a flash, he was beside her again before Parker could shut the door. The dog bounced on all four paws and spun in circles around her.

      “Spanky, down boy. Let the poor woman get past the foyer, will you.”

      Shelby giggled and scratched the dog’s head, which was the size of a basketball. “Such a good boy. That’s okay. You can ask for some loving any time.”

      Spanky gave his owner a grin that could only be interpreted as, “See? She likes me, so shut up.”

      Parker nudged the massive fur ball with his leg until they had room to pass. “Go get a treat.”

      The dog bounded toward the kitchen and, moments later, met them in the living room, carrying a covered, hard plastic jar by its handle. He dropped it next to Parker’s feet, then waited impatiently for his master to open it and hand over an extra-large dog biscuit. With a full mouth, Spanky took his prize to the corner of the room and plopped down to eat it.

      “That’s so cute,” Shelby gushed. “I think I love him already. He looks a little like the dog, Hooch, from that movie.”

      Taking her hand, Parker led her into the kitchen. “I know. I love that movie and always wanted a dog like that. He’s not exactly the same breed, but similar. I found this woman, Tori, who’s involved with a group called Bullmastiff Rescuers, Inc., and she hooked me up with Spanky. He’s super smart and a great companion. Most days, I take him to the office and occasionally to job sites, but he can stay here and keep you company if I need to go anywhere. He loves to cuddle and sometimes forgets he’s not a lapdog.”

      “I’d love the company. Thanks.” She sat at the dinette set as fatigue started to roll over her again. “I grew up with dogs, but with working full-time, I would feel bad if I left one at home all the time.”

      “Well, Spanky will love hanging out with you. And if I have to go out, you don’t have to walk him. Just open the backdoor, and he’ll do his business. I’ll pick up after him when I get home.”

      He handed her the cup of ginger tea he’d prepared on his Keurig machine. On the way over, her nausea had begun to stir again. “Drink that while I bring in your stuff. The house has four bedrooms, but only one, other than mine, has a bed. The others I use as my office and weight room.”

      While he went to get her bags, Shelby sipped the tea and glanced around. The house was as beautiful inside as on the outside, but it was obvious a bachelor lived there. No drapes or valances were on the windows, only blinds, and the décor was utilitarian and sparse.

      Peeking into what was considered a family room, she noted the large leather sofas and an entertainment center with a sixty-inch TV, stereo, and video game console. The only thing on the side tables were bland, generic lamps. She was sure it worked for him, but it needed a woman’s touch. Maybe she could give him some decorating help while she was here—it was the least she could do to thank him for caring for her while she was sick.

      The front door opened again, and Parker strode in, carrying all her bags at once. She stood and followed him down the hall and was shocked when he walked into what was clearly his bedroom, placing the bags on the bed. He noticed her stunned expression. “You’re sleeping in here because of the attached bath. I’ll take the guest room.”

      “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “I can’t kick you out of your bedroom. I’ll take the guest room . . .” Her voice trailed off at the stern expression on his face, and she sighed. “Not negotiable, right?”

      “Right.” He tilted his head. “You’re a little pale. Why don’t you go out to the family room and lie down on the sofa while I bring out a pillow and blanket? Then I’ll straighten up in here, change the sheets, and move some of my stuff into the other bathroom.”

      She was quickly learning it was useless to argue with him—after all, he was a Dom and expected to be obeyed. But a benefit of obeying him was she felt pampered and adored. Damn it.
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      After changing the sheets, Parker pulled the comforter up the length of the bed and put the pillow back into place. Spinning around slowly, he inspected the rest of the room. Thank God the housekeeper, Emily, had been there yesterday. She usually changed his bed linens on Mondays, but everything else was neat and clean.

      He’d made room in his closet and cleaned out one of the two dressers for Shelby’s clothes. The feeling he got seeing her intimates in the top drawer had him wishing they were there permanently.

      She’s sick, asshole. Now is not the time to be romancing her. Help her get better, and then you can start thinking with your southern head.

      He checked the time on his bedside alarm clock. It was a little after one. Shelby needed her afternoon medications soon, which had to be taken with food if possible. Parker would have to go food shopping later to get some of the things she liked to eat, but for now, he could make her a turkey and cheese sandwich.

      Glancing into the family room on his way to the kitchen, he saw she was still sleeping on the couch. Spanky was on the floor next to her, his head on his paws, watching over her. The big lug had already put himself on protection duty. Parker knew how he felt—nothing would happen to Shelby if they could help it.

      He removed the necessary items from the fridge and made sandwiches for them. Earlier, he’d lined Shelby’s medications and nutritional supplements on the counter. Checking each bottle, he took one of each pill that she needed and set them on the plate next to her lunch. Glasses of milk completed the meal, and he carried hers out to the family room before returning for his own.

      Squatting next to the sofa, he reached over Spanky to rub Shelby’s cheek with the back of his hand. “Baby, I hate to wake you, but you need to take your meds.”

      Her eyes blinked open, and within seconds, she focused her gaze on him. “Hi. How long was I asleep?”

      “About two hours. That chemo must take a lot out of you. I made you a turkey and cheese sandwich but didn’t know if you liked mayo or mustard.”

      Shelby sat up as Spanky did the same next to her. She scratched his ear, and the dog groaned in delight. “I like both, but I don’t think my stomach would accept either right now, so I’ll take it plain. Thank you.”

      Handing her the plate, he pointed at the two glasses on the end table. “I poured you some milk. I figured that was best with the meds.”

      While he sat on the recliner catty-cornered to her, she nodded. “Thanks. I’ll take them after I eat.”

      He watched as she took a bite of her sandwich and then glanced around the room. Inwardly cringing, he wished he’d gotten around to hiring a decorator. While he could build beautiful houses, when it came to furnishing them, he was all thumbs. Shelby’s condo had that homey feel, with her personal touches everywhere. Maybe when she was feeling better, she could help him pick out some pictures, drapes, and stuff.

      “So, let’s go over a few things.”

      After swallowing her food, she took a sip of milk. “Okay. Like what?”

      “For starters, after we eat, I need you to write a grocery list of foods you like. I’ll pack up your fridge and pantry tomorrow, but I can run out later today to get whatever else you like. My research said you need to eat healthy, and I found a bunch of nutritional smoothies with fruits, veggies, and supplements. I can get one of those blender things for you.”

      She grinned at him. “You don’t need to buy one—I have one in the bottom cabinet next to the fridge. I love making them. Although I prefer using it to make margaritas instead.”

      Chuckling, Parker shook his head. “No alcohol. At least until after your treatments.” He laughed harder when Shelby snapped her fingers and pouted. Damn, she was so adorable. “Item number two or three, if you include the no alcohol thing, you’ll call your boss and tell him you need to take sick leave. The last thing you need is exhausting yourself more than necessary.”

      “As much as I hate to say it, you’re right. And money isn’t an issue—I have some savings, and Mom and Dad left my sister and me a little inheritance. It’s not a lot, but more than enough to pay my bills for a while.”

      He gritted his teeth and didn’t argue with her. She wasn’t his sub, and he knew she would only allow him to go so far with helping her through this. “Okay. The next thing we need to talk about is who you’re willing to tell that you’re sick. I want to be able to call someone if I have to go out for a while. Just in case.”

      Sighing, Shelby ran a hand through her spikey hair. “I don’t want everyone to know, but I’ll call a few of the girls—Kristen, Angie, Kayla, and Charlotte. If I tell one, I have to tell the others. And you can let Devon, Ian, and Mitch know, but no one else for now, please.”

      “Okay.” He snorted. “It took me a second to remember Charlotte is Mistress China’s real name. I rarely hear anyone use it.”

      “Even though she’s a Domme, we’ve become pretty good friends. She was great the night . . .” Shelby bit her bottom lip.

      “The night my asshole brother hit you,” he finished for her, reaching over to take her hand. “You have no idea how much I regret bringing him to the club.”

      Squeezing his hand, her expression softened. “It’s not your fault, and it’s in the past. But I’m glad he doesn’t live in the area because I’d be tempted to take Charlotte’s whip to him.”

      Parker snorted. “I’d tie him to a St. Andrew’s cross for you.”

      A giggle escaped her, and a grin spread across his face. While the topic of conversation wasn’t one he was thrilled with, the fact that she hadn’t pulled her hand away had his heart filling with joy, and he would talk about anything as long as she touched him. Shelby looked right in his house—she made it seem more like a home.

      He couldn’t help himself. Tugging on her hand, he gently pulled her up and onto his lap. Her eyes narrowed warily, but she didn’t object. While his gaze searched her face for a sign that this wasn’t what she wanted, he cupped the back of her head and closed the distance between them. Her breath hitched, causing his cock to twitch. This was something he’d craved for so long—something he dreamed of—and he wasn’t going to rush it. He groaned when her tongue peeked out to wet her pretty, pink lips. His words came out in a husky whisper. “Tell me you want me, baby. Ask me to kiss you.”

      His heart pounded in his chest as he waited for her answer.
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      Inhaling deeply, Shelby reveled in Parker’s scent and the feel of his strong, solid body. Wetness pooled between her legs. A kiss. One kiss and she could die a happy woman. No, damn it. She could live a happy woman. She’d fought death before and won—she could do it again. Not only did she want to live, but she wanted what this man was offering her—even if it was only for a little while. She couldn’t have forever with him, but she could have now.

      “Please, kiss me, Sir.”

      The words were barely out of her mouth before he pressed his lips to hers. She could feel the tension in his body as he held himself back. Not wanting gentle, she nipped his bottom lip with her teeth. Parker snarled and plunged his tongue into her mouth. The beast in him was released, and she met it with the one inside her. Their tongues dueled as she shifted to straddle his lap. Kissing him was just as she’d suspected it would be—explosive. All thoughts of her cancer, chemotherapy, and anything else disappeared from her brain as she let her body take over the moment.

      Changing the angle of his head, he devoured her. One hand held her head in place while the other closed around her breast. His heat scorched her, and her back bowed, thrusting her lush flesh further into his touch. Moans emanated from her, followed by a whimper when he pulled his mouth from hers.

      Breathless, Parker held her to his chest. “Damn, that was better than I remembered it was, and you better believe I’ve dreamed of doing that since the last time I kissed you. But if I don’t stop now, I won’t be able to.”

      “What if I don’t want to stop?” And she didn’t want to. All she wanted was for him to keep kissing her and to fuck her with that rock-hard bulge in his pants.

      He stiffened, and the fingers in her hair tightened just enough to give her a bite of pain. “Topping from the bottom, baby? You know better than that. And until I talk to your doctor tomorrow and have my list of questions answered, this is as far as I’m willing to go. You’re important to me, Shelby, and I don’t want to fuck up and do anything that might hurt you.” Snorting, he ran a hand down her back. “Jeez, if someone told me two days ago that I would stop once I had you in my arms, I would’ve told them they were crazy.”

      Resting her head on his shoulder, she placed a chaste kiss on his neck. This was so nice, sitting in his lap as if she belonged there. But she didn’t. Sooner or later, she would have to tell him why she couldn’t be his—why she couldn’t stay.

      How long they sat that way, content in the silence, she wasn’t sure, but reality burst her bubble when his phone rang. Figuring it had to be about his work, Shelby slid out of his arms and stood. She picked up their plates and glasses, then carried them into the kitchen as he answered the phone. While she hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, she couldn’t help but hear his aggravated tone.

      “Hello . . . We’ve been through this. I can’t drop everything and run to Boston because you want me to. I have a business to run. A successful one, not that it makes any difference to you . . . I don’t know when I’ll be able to get up there . . . State Senate? Well, good for you . . . I don’t know.”

      A growl came from the family room, and it hadn’t been Spanky. “I said, I don’t know . . . I have things to take care of down here . . . Well, they’re important to me . . . Fine. I’ll check my calendar . . . I said . . . Never mind . . . Goodbye to you, too, Father.”

      The last sentence had been spat out sarcastically, and Shelby got the impression he’d been talking to dead air. His father had probably hung up. Poor Parker. Not only was his brother an asshole, but his father also sounded like one. She didn’t know anything about his family and hoped there was at least one person among them who was there for him because those two men obviously weren’t.

      She realized she was still standing there, frozen in place, and moved to put the plates in the dishwasher as he walked into the kitchen. “You don’t have to do that. I’ll clean up.”

      Cocking her hip, she scowled at him. “I’m not an invalid, Parker. If you insist that I stay with you during my chemo, then I insist on carrying my own weight around here.”

      In a blink of an eye, he was across the room, sweeping her into his arms. Laughing at her shocked expression, he held her close. “I think I like carrying your weight around, baby. And you’re here to get better, not clean up. But if you want, maybe you can give me some decorating ideas. If you hadn’t noticed, my place screams bachelor pad.”

      Beneath her, Spanky woofed loudly at their antics. Shelby giggled, loving the feeling of being in Parker’s arms. “Yes, it does, and I would love to help you decorate. It’ll give me something to do when I’m not sleeping or puking in the toilet.”

      Placing her back on her feet, he kissed the top of her head. “How are you feeling? Are you up for a walk with me and Spanky? There’s a dog run in the park up the street, and he likes to go hang out with his best buds and lady friends. He’s got the hots for this standard poodle who won’t give him the time of day. But he keeps trying.” Bending, he covered the big dog’s ears with his hands. “Don’t tell him he’s been fixed. I don’t think he’s figured it out yet.”

      A full belly laugh burst from her lips. The man was entertaining in more ways than one. “I won’t say a word. And a walk sounds great.”

      “Good. Why don’t you put your sneakers on, and I’ll grab his leash, ball, and poop bags—extra strength.”

      Shelby watched as he left the room with Spanky on his heels. Biting her lip, she tried to tell herself that this was only temporary. She would either move back to her condo when her chemo was done or . . . well, she didn’t want to think of the alternative. Either way, she’d be leaving this wonderful man. But for now, she selfishly wanted him. She wanted to enjoy their time together while she still had a chance.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, Parker.” The ladies greeted him in unison as he opened the front door. Kristen, Angie, Kayla, and Boomer’s girlfriend, Kat Maier, followed Mistress China into the foyer.

      “Hello, ladies. Head on back to the patio. Shelby’s taking advantage of the comfortable weather.”

      It was the Thursday after her third treatment and a week since she’d moved in with him. The meeting with her doctor the previous Friday had gone well, and Parker had his list of questions answered to his satisfaction. He now knew all about her type of cancer, the course of treatment, the survival statistics—which, thankfully, were good—and what he could do to make everything a little easier for her.

      She’d been a little fatigued that night, so he’d bundled her up on the couch and let her pick out a movie. Expecting it to be a chick-flick, he’d been pleasantly surprised to find out she was an action-movie lover like him, and they’d ended up having a Die Hard marathon. It’d been nice having her lay her head on a pillow in his lap as he stroked her hair and arm.

      When she’d finally fallen asleep, he stayed that way for a while, loving the moment’s intimacy. And that was almost as intimate as they’d been over the past few days, aside from a few chaste kisses and hugs. She no longer seemed uneasy about being with him, but he didn’t want to push things when she didn’t feel well.

      On Monday, Parker ensured his foremen could handle things and told them to contact him by phone for emergencies only. Everything else could wait until after Shelby’s chemotherapy session. He had to hand it to the staff at the treatment center—they were absolutely phenomenal. The nurses explained everything to them and answered any questions he thought of. They ensured she was comfortable and made her laugh with silly stories and jokes.

      While the drugs were slowly pumped into her system, a trained therapy dog had stopped by for a visit, and Shelby had taken a few minutes to talk with the handler while scratching the Golden Retriever’s ears. If one had to go through chemo, that was the place to do it. Even the décor was soothing.

      Taking her doctor’s advice, he’d filled his refrigerator and pantry with healthy foods and nutritional supplements. Ginger ale, tea, and candies were stocked for when her nausea hit. He made sure she walked with him for exercise when she felt up to it and slept when she needed it.

      Spanky had become her guardian and Parker’s alert system. If he was in his home office or somewhere else in the house and Shelby dashed to the bathroom to get sick, the Bullmastiff barked until Parker came running. Then, the canine and his master would stay with her until her stomach stopped rebelling against the chemo drugs in her system. And like his owner, Spanky would use his body for Shelby to lean on when she was feeling weak. The dog was never far from her side.

      Today, Parker had planned to work from home, but Kristen had called earlier to say they were coming over for a visit since Shelby was having a low-nausea day and felt up to having visitors. Once he made sure they didn’t need anything and knew to call him if her symptoms changed, he’d go to the office and a few job sites to see if everything was running smoothly. He had a great bunch of workers, but he was still the owner. If things went wrong, they were his responsibility, whether he had been on-site or not.

      “Parker, I love your house. It’s beautiful inside and out,” Angie gushed. “Ian said you renovated it, but I didn’t expect this.”

      During the renovations, he incorporated elements of nature into the design of the patio. A river-rock fireplace was on one side of the sitting area, and a matching outdoor kitchen with a built-in barbecue was on the opposite end. Instead of having a tin roof or retractable awning, a large portion of the patio was covered in a stained, teak canopy.

      The in-ground pool had been created to mimic a small pond, complete with a rock waterfall. Trees and foliage helped make it a tropical paradise. This was the one part of the house he’d decorated nicely with comfortable sitting areas and strategically placed lighting for when the sun went down. It was his and Spanky’s favorite part of the house.

      “Thanks. But I need help with decorating the inside. Shelby’s been making notes about what I need to buy so it doesn’t scream bachelor pad.” Before they’d gotten there, he’d set out a pitcher of lemonade and a vegetable platter with dip. Now, he pointed to the kitchen area. “There are plenty of other drinks and snacks in there, along with glasses, bowls, and stuff. If you need anything else, feel free to raid the indoor kitchen.”

      Turning to Shelby, he asked, “Do you need anything before I go?”

      Smiling, she shook her head. “Nope. I think we’ve got everything. Thanks.”

      “Great.” He hesitated and then thought, “What the hell.” Striding over to where she was sitting on a lounge chair, he leaned over and captured her lips with his own. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t pull away. When he broke the kiss, her cheeks were stained red, and the pulse in her neck was pounding. Satisfaction coursed through him. “Have a nice visit with your friends. If you need me, call my cell, and I’ll come right home.”

      “Okay.”

      The word came out in a soft whisper, and it thrilled him, knowing he was the reason she was breathless. Standing erect again, he nodded at the others. “Have fun, but make sure she doesn’t overdo things.”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes and teased him. “Honestly, Parker. We’re not taking her out for shots and dirty dancing. We’re saving that for tomorrow night.”

      The others laughed as Parker rolled his eyes. “Right. Sorry. I’ve gotten a little overprotective the past few days. Have a good time.”

      Convinced they would take good care of Shelby, he left them to whatever women did when they got together like this.
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        * * *

      

      As Parker cut through the house to the front door, Shelby’s five friends stared at her in open curiosity. Her blush deepened. “Um. Does anyone want iced tea instead of lemonade?”

      “Oh, no, you don’t, Shelby.” Kayla wagged a finger at her, then picked up the pitcher. “I’ll get everyone’s drinks while you start dishing about Master Parker and that hubba-hubba kiss he just gave you. And don’t leave out a single naughty detail.”

      She bit her lip, then shrugged. “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “Bullshit. Don’t make me get my whip, Shelby.” The expression on Charlotte’s face said Mistress China was making an appearance.

      Knowing there was no way around it, she released a deep breath and filled them in. “Okay. To tell you the truth, I have no idea what’s going on. I mean . . . we haven’t played or anything. We’ve only kissed a few times.”

      “But he wants more,” Angie stated with confidence. “And so do you.”

      “But I can’t.” How could she explain this without telling them everything? They were her friends and would understand, but they would also tell her she was being crazy. “I can’t be what he wants . . . what he needs. He needs a sub who can be a wife, and I’m not wife material.”

      “What?” Kristen crossed her arms and stared at her. “What the hell are you talking about? You’d make a great wife . . . and we aren’t telling you to marry the guy if you don’t want to. Just have some fun for a while . . . see where it goes.”

      Kayla handed her a glass. “Exactly. You know the lifestyle better than anyone. Negotiate a contract with the man. Put an end date on it, so no one has false expectations.”

      As the others added their input, Shelby eyed the silent Kat. Everyone was so glad she and Boomer had worked things out because they’d been in love with each other since they were teens, but a cruel fate had forced them to be separated for many years. Shelby still didn’t know her that well, but what she did know, she liked.

      Kat raised an eyebrow and smiled when she noticed Shelby staring at her. “What? You look like you want to ask me something.”

      “If I’m out of line, tell me. But if you hadn’t needed Boomer’s help, would you have come back to him? What I mean is . . . you two seem so perfect for one another. But would you’ve stayed away because there was a risk of causing him pain and possibly having him turn you away?”

      The others all quieted and regarded Kat, who tilted her head in thought. “I’m not sure what my situation has to do with yours, but I don’t mind telling you about it. After I started coming out of the shock of everything that’d happened back then, I went to bed to bed every night, dreaming of someday being reunited with Benny. I never stopped loving him. Circumstances may have forced my hand in coming to him sooner than I was ready to, but I know I would’ve figured out a way to try to be together with him again.”

      She gave a small smile. “I would’ve preferred he didn’t faint on me, but yeah . . . I would have come back either way. He told me that, for years, he debated that saying, ‘Is it better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all?’ We both agree now it’s better to have loved . . . because a life without love isn’t a life at all.”

      Silence filled the air until Kayla let out a loud sniffle. “That’s so fucking beautiful—I think I’m going to cry.”

      Everyone looked at her and burst out laughing when they realized she was teasing. Kristen tossed a throw pillow at her. “Oh, shut up. You know darn well that was incredibly romantic.”

      Shelby’s shoulders relaxed as everyone started talking and joking with each other. Parker had been right—she needed her friends to get her through this. Kat was also right—a life without love really wasn’t a life at all. And Shelby wanted to choose life . . . and love.
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