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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)

        ★MKR Book 2 - Master Cordell (Cordell & Tiffany)

      

        

      
        **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.
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      ***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 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.

      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 and playrooms, 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; Dom/fiancé of Angelina (Angel).
      

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

      	
        Ben “Boomer” Michaelson: retired Navy SEAL; explosives and ordnance specialist; son of Rick and Eileen.
      

      	
        Jake “Reverend” Donovan: retired Navy SEAL; temporarily assigned to run the West Coast team; sniper; 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.
      

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

      

      

      
        
        Extended Family, Friends, and

        Associates of the Sexy Six-Pack

      

      

      
        
          	
        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: stay-at-home mom; two-time cancer survivor; submissive.
      

      	
        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 Marine Raider; owner of Blackhawk Security; associate of TS.
      

      	
        Doug Henderson: retired Marine; bodyguard.
      

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

      	
        Colleen McKinley: girlfriend/submissive of Reggie.
      

      	
        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.
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      “Damn it!”

      Kristen Anders slammed her laptop shut, removed her glasses, and shoved her fingers through her long, brown hair in exasperation. Glancing at the digital clock on her cable box, she couldn't believe it was one in the afternoon. Three hours wasted. If she didn't develop a workable storyline soon, she would go insane. Now that her move to Tampa was complete, her things were unpacked in the rented two-bedroom apartment, and the empty moving boxes were in the recycle bin, she had no more excuses not to get back to her latest novel. No excuse except her damn writer's block.

      On the desk, her phone rang, and she rolled her eyes when she spotted the name on the screen. Just what she needed . . . Jillian Tang. Her editor had given her three weeks to deal with everything involved in the move before she began demanding to see a new plot outline. And, according to the Playgirl calendar her cousin had given her as a happy divorce present, those three weeks had come and gone four days ago, and all Kristen had was a working title.

      Hitting the answer button, she brought the phone to her ear. “Hey, Jillian.”

      “Don’t ‘hey, Jillian’ me unless you have something more than a working title by now.”

      Leather and Lace would be the follow-up to her first oh-so-non-vanilla romance novel, Satin and Sin, which her readers had gone crazy for. “Not yet, and before you yell at me, do you want it fast, or do you want it good?”

      Jillian’s laugh came over the line, and Kristen had to smile. They spoke simultaneously, “Sounds like something my ex-husband would say.”

      Both knew what it was like to divorce a cheating husband.

      After her laughter died away, Jillian jumped back to the original topic. “You know your readers are dying to get their hands on your next BDSM novel. I’m still floored you went that route after nine ‘vanilla’ romances, but with how your sales soared, I’m not complaining.”

      Kristen’s first two books had been self-published e-books. After they'd been downloaded in large numbers and received glowing reviews from her readers, Jillian had contacted her with a proposal to become a Red Rose Books-endorsed author. She’d been thrilled since being sought out by the large publishing company, which specialized in the romance genre, was an honor most self-published writers could only dream of. The deal benefited both parties. Red Rose Books signed a new and popular writer with an established fan base waiting on pins and needles for her next book, and Kristen's books were now available in print as well as online. She no longer had to contend with editing, uploading, book cover designs, and promotions.

      “I’m not complaining either, but I can’t even decide which sub-character should become my new hero.”

      “Shit, I gotta run to a meeting.” Kristen could hear the rustle of papers on Jillian’s end. “Listen. Go into that fantasy world in your head and picture each one of those hunky guys. One of them will stand out. I’ll call you tomorrow, and you better have an answer for me. Love ya. Bye.”

      Dropping her cell next to her laptop, Kristen sighed. She got up and headed to the master bedroom, pulling her shirt off over her head as she went. She hoped a hot shower, followed by a change of scenery, would help get her creative juices flowing. Plus, she was hungry. Maybe it was time to check out the Irish pub a few blocks over. She'd passed by Donovan's several times over the past few weeks and noticed it was a popular place. It didn’t appear to be too crowded at lunchtime, but it usually was packed by happy hour and stayed that way into the night.

      Walking through her bedroom, she thought of calling Will to join her for a bite to eat, but the idea left her mind as fast as it came. As much as she loved her cousin's company because he could always make her laugh and relax, Kristen knew she wouldn't get any work done with him around.

      Not long after her arrival in Florida, Will had taken it upon himself to show her around Tampa and introduce her to all his friends since he was the only person she knew in the area. Unfortunately for her, most of the people he hung out with were gay, not that there was anything wrong with being gay. She'd become comfortable with her cousin's homosexuality a long time ago, and even though she had a good time when she was with Will's crowd, she was tired of turning down date requests from his lesbian friends. Kristen had no sexual interest in women, and none of the men in her cousin's circle were interested in her as anything more than a friend. They were a great bunch of people, but since her divorce was finalized, she wanted to get back into the dating game. She wasn't looking for a steady relationship, her failed marriage had soured her on anything permanent, but maybe a friends-with-benefits thing would be something she could get into. However, the benefits portion of that might be a problem.

      She wasn't very good at sex, and, if she was honest, it bored her. She found she could finally admit it to herself even though her ex-husband, Tom, had used it as an excuse for cheating on her. Although she could orgasm while masturbating, she had never been able to come during sex. At the beginning of her marriage, Tom said it was because she didn't relax enough to enjoy it, which Kristen might agree with. She was so nervous at first, wanting to please him but not knowing how. But after more than six months of disappointing sex, her husband began to tell her she was frigid and unresponsive. Maybe she was. But having nothing else to compare it to, she wasn't sure if it was true or not. She'd been a twenty-four-year-old virgin on her wedding night, and Tom was the only man she had ever slept with.

      She stopped at her dresser and picked up the large envelope holding her divorce papers. It’d been a few weeks after their one-year anniversary when she found out Tom had cheated on her with several women before and after their wedding. She’d kicked him out the same day, but she couldn't bring herself to even think about having sex with anyone else until the ink was dry on said papers. Whether her ex had or not, she took her marriage vows to heart and couldn't move on until everything was final. Although the papers in her hand were signed two weeks before her move to Tampa, she hadn't found an opportunity to spread her wings or legs, as Will had so eloquently put it.

      Putting the envelope back where it was, she sat down on the edge of her bed and hugged one of her decorative pillows. When it came to sex, Kristen believed she could take it or leave it, but she missed the intimacy of sex. She squeezed the pillow tighter and realized what she missed the most. It was the cuddling and pillow talk which occurred after sex. She could live without the act itself, but it felt like forever since she’d snuggled up to a warm body and felt content.

      Content. Huh? What a boring word.

      Her readers would be shocked to learn that the author of a best-selling BDSM book was only content with her sex life. Too bad life wasn't a steamy romance novel, with a hot and hunky hero knocking on her door, primed and ready to sweep her off her feet, throw her on the bed, tie her down, and do naughty, sensual things to her.

      Right, like that would ever happen.

      But that was what made great fiction. Fantasies. Fantasies of delicious and dirty sex.

      Even though her own sex life was lacking, Kristen had read many erotic novels over the years and decided to spice up her last book by basing it around a private sex club for the rich and famous. To her shock and delight, it’d become a bigger success than her first four out of nine vanilla books put together. Now she was supposed to write an even more exciting follow-up that her fans were clamoring for, and she couldn't even decide which sub-character from the first book she wanted to write a story about.

      Should she use Master Zach, the sexy movie star who liked to flog his submissives to orgasm, as her new hero? Or Master Wayne, the blond billionaire who preferred to share his women with his best friend, Jonah. Or maybe she should pick Master Xavier, who owned the sex club, Leathers, that they all belonged to. He was the strong, brooding type women were always attracted to in romance books.

      Kristen tossed the pillow back on the bed and stood to remove her sweatpants. She dropped them, along with her shirt, into the hamper as she walked into the bathroom. Reaching in, she turned on the shower and let it heat up, then peeled off her underwear. She stepped into the tub, and the warm water surrounded her as she thought about Master Xavier. He hadn't been a main character in Satin and Sin, but somewhere during her writing sessions, the fictitious man had grown on her.

      In her head, she brought up a picture of the strong alpha male as she had described him in her book—the same alpha male who had somehow ended up starring in a few of her own fantasies. Six-foot-two, jet black hair, startling blue eyes, a chiseled jaw with a hint of a five o'clock shadow, and a body that would make any heterosexual adult female drop her panties instantly. She imagined his deep Dom voice resonating in her mind as he told her to touch herself while he stood there and watched. Grabbing a bottle of her favorite body soap, she squirted a small amount into her palms before putting it back on the tub’s shelf. She closed her eyes and roamed her hands over her heated skin with light sensual strokes.

      “Touch your breasts,” he'd say. “Play with your nipples. Pinch them and pull them.”

      Kristen did what her fantasy Dom told her to do, her hands caressing her heavy orbs. As she played with the sensitive peaks between her thumbs and forefingers, the growing sensations of pleasure shot straight to her clit, making it throb. Making her want to be touched there.

      “Spread your legs wider, my love. Let me see your bare pussy. It belongs to me, and I want to see what's mine. I want to watch you finger yourself for me.”

      Her breathing increased as she eased one hand down her torso. She wanted to move faster but knew Master Xavier would never allow it. He would punish her if she sped things up without his permission. Maybe he'd spank her ass with his strong, calloused hands or perhaps bring her to the brink of an orgasm repeatedly, yet continue to deny her the ultimate ecstasy.

      “That's it, love, touch your pussy. Rub your pearly clit for me. Imagine it's my fingers touching you, loving you. Nice and slow. Such a good girl. Picture my tongue between your legs, licking your sweet cream.”

      Kristen moaned as her fingers followed her Master's demands as if they had a mind of their own.

      “You like that, don't you, love.” He wouldn't ask but state it as fact, and she wouldn't deny it. She couldn't.

      “You please me, love. You make me want to bend you over and take you from behind, fucking your wet pussy, slow at first. So very slow until you're begging me to go faster. Harder. Beg me, love, beg me.”

      “Please,” Kristen whispered aloud as she felt the pressure build, threatening to send her over the edge into a vast abyss.

      “Faster, love. Faster. Come for me, love. Now!”

      And then she flew. Screaming her release, her body shook with the force of the orgasm, which tore through her as she tried and failed to stay standing. Somehow she ended up on her knees on the floor of the tub without hurting herself. Gasping for air as if she had run a mile at top speed, she slowed the hand that was still between her legs as the last shudders quaking through her body faded away.

      Holy crap! That’d been the most explosive orgasm of her entire life, and it’d been at her own hand while a fantasy man she’d dreamed up told her what to do. It was crazy—crazy but amazing!

      As she drifted back to reality, she noticed the water pelting her back had started to cool. Getting to her feet on shaky legs, she grabbed the shampoo and rushed to wash and rinse her hair before it was too late. As she turned off the water and reached for a fresh towel, Kristen knew she had made her decision. Master Xavier was definitely going to be the hero of Leather and Lace.
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      A half-hour later, carrying her laptop case, Kristen wandered into Donovan's Bar & Grill and fell in love with the place. The combination of the high tables and chairs in dark wood, along with the emerald green walls, gave the pub a comfortable atmosphere. Enlarged photos of Irish landscapes and points of interest hung in various groupings on three of the four walls. The fourth wall on her right was the setting for a beautiful cherrywood bar with brass accents. It ran the length of the long room with seating for at least twenty-five people with additional space between the bar and tables for those who preferred to stand. Behind the bartender and rows of liquor bottles was a large mirror framed with the same cherrywood. The Celtic carvings in the frame made it a work of art, and Kristen wondered how long it had taken to make such a majestic piece of furniture. Above the mirror, several flat-screen TVs hung from the ceiling, and they were all tuned to sports channels, except one which was showing a news report. The TVs were muted while classic rock played through unseen speakers throughout the room, loud enough to be heard but still low enough to allow patrons to talk without raising their voices.

      After she took in the décor of the pub, she found herself checking out its current occupants. A few tables were taken with groups of two to four people, and a couple of old-timers, arguing good-naturedly over some sporting event, had settled in for the afternoon at the near end of the bar. Taking a step further into the room, Kristen glanced down to the far end of the pub and almost stumbled, certain she had tripped over her own tongue. Holy crap! Standing and sitting at the other end of the bar, talking to the bartender, were six men who were almost as majestic as the bar itself. Talk about a Playgirl calendar fantasy come true.

      “Who needs twelve hotties when these six are available?” she muttered to herself. Each one of them could take two months, and Kristen would be more than happy.

      “Hi, can I help you?”

      Kristen's head whipped around to face the pretty young woman who had appeared next to her. She was dressed in a black polo shirt with Donovan's Bar & Grill embroidered on the left side and a pair of jeans. Her long strawberry blond hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and her overall look was neat yet complemented the laid-back feel of the pub.

      “Oh, hi . . . I mean, yes,” Kristen stammered, then paused, forgetting where she was and why she was there. Okay, get your girlie parts and brain cells under control, she told herself. It's not as if she had never seen a bunch of good-looking men before, but damn, the testosterone rolling off the group had her almost melting on the spot.

      Taking a deep breath, she regained her composure and told the waitress she was there to get something to eat, and no, she wasn't waiting for anyone else. She was eating alone. Yup, she thought. All alone. Table for one. Oh well—at least between the eye candy at the bar and her earlier fantasy in the shower, she should have more than enough inspiration to start on Master Xavier's story.

      The young woman grabbed a menu from the nearby hostess stand and gestured toward the rest of the room. “Would you like a table or a booth?”

      “A booth, please.” Kristen lifted her laptop case for the woman to see. “It'll be easier to get some work done.”

      “Gotcha. No problem. We have a few regulars who work through their lunch breaks. They tell me the booths are more comfortable than the pub tables.”

      Kristen followed the friendly waitress and realized she was being led closer and closer to the Sexy Six-Pack. The only unoccupied booths were at the back left side of the pub, directly across from them.

      “Here you go.” The woman placed the menu down at the booth she was giving her. It was the second to last one before the kitchen door. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Kristen put down her laptop and took the seat facing the front of the pub. “Do you have any iced tea?”

      “Yes, we do. Sweetened or unsweetened?”

      “Sweetened, please.”

      “Sure. I'll be back in a second. Oh, and the specials are on the back of the menu.”

      She smiled as the young woman approached the bar and placed her order. Cheerful little thing. Since it was a school day, it was obvious the waitress was out of high school, maybe by a year or two. And if Kristen had to guess, she was only eighteen or nineteen years old. As she stood at the bar waiting for Kristen's iced tea, one of the Sexy Six-Pack leaned over and said something to the girl, which made her giggle and blush. Kristen frowned. Seriously? The guy had to be in his mid-thirties, and here he was, hitting on a girl who was just over the jail-bait age. Well, no one said perverts had to be ugly. Kristen had the sudden urge to say something, but she didn't know these people and the girl appeared to be enjoying the attention.

      She was about to turn back to take her laptop out of its case when movement from the other end of the Sexy Six-Pack caught her attention. Her breath hitched as her gaze met a pair of ice-blue eyes. Master Xavier.

      Oh. My. God! Kristen couldn't believe it. If Master Xavier were a real, live person, this would be him. He had jet black hair, a little long at the neck, a firm jaw showing the start of a five o'clock shadow, and a body that almost had her glancing around to see if any of the few women in the pub had lost their panties. But it was those eyes, those amazing blue eyes looking right at her as if they could see her soul, which had her spellbound. She was probably drooling, but, Lord have mercy, she couldn't look away.

      When the man's right eyebrow arched in obvious acknowledgment of her stare, her mouth went dry, and she shifted her gaze to the floor before looking up again. Despite his intense look, she thought she noticed the corner of his mouth twitch as if he was holding back a smile. Oh God, how she would love to see him smile and wondered how it would transform his face. If it was anything like the rest of him, she knew his smile would be devastatingly gorgeous.

      Neither of them moved, and her eyes worked their way back up to his, her pulse pounding in her veins. Just when Kristen thought she would drown without a drop of water in sight, those eyes disappeared as her waitress returned, her body blocking Kristen's view of the rear half of the bar.

      “Here you go.” The girl placed a glass of tea in front of her and took out a pad and pen from the small black apron tied at her waist. “Did you decide what you wanted?”

      Shaking her head, Kristen tried to regain control of her senses and concentrate on the question. “Um . . . no. Can you . . .” She cleared her throat. “Can you give me a few minutes? I didn't look at the menu yet.”

      “Sure, take your time.”

      Anxious to see those eyes again, Kristen held her breath as the young woman moved away, only to see her Master Xavier look-alike was once again facing the bartender. Disappointment ran through her as she took a sip of iced tea to quench her parched throat and picked up the menu. Without a sound, she tried to will the man to turn around again as her gaze flicked back and forth from the menu to the bar area. This time she refused to be blatant in her observation of him and kept her head bent forward. Anyone watching her would assume she was scanning the menu, but her eyes kept shifting to view him out of the corner of her eye.

      A few minutes later, her lunch order was placed, and Kristen resigned herself to the fact that the man would not turn back around. She pulled out her laptop, booted it up, and got to work.
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      Devon “Devil Dog” Sawyer couldn't help himself. He was used to being a voyeur at the club, but here at his friend's brother's bar, he almost felt like a creepy stalker. Despite the feeling, he still spent the better part of the last hour staring at the brunette's reflection in the mirror. Well, it was only fair since she had stared at him first. And yes, now he'd gone from creepy stalker to a childish grade-schooler.

      He and his teammates were taking advantage of a slow day to eat lunch and catch a Tampa Bay Rays baseball game when he first spotted her watching his friend, Brody, talk to Jennifer. For some reason, she frowned at them, and Devon wondered what she was thinking. The guys were always joking around with Jenn, otherwise known as Baby-girl, and there was nothing wrong with it. If it wasn't for them, Devon didn't think their niece would’ve adjusted to living in Tampa as fast as she had. The past six months had been rough on her, but it was obvious having her surrogate uncles around had helped her transition through the worst of it. Between them and the counselor Jenn was seeing, she was coming out of her depression and moving forward with her life. He was happy to notice she was smiling and joking more as time passed. She may have lost her parents without warning and had her world turned upside down, but her uncles were determined never to let her forget they considered her family. She would always be loved and protected by them.

      Devon studied the five men who were like brothers to him—although his older brother Ian, on his immediate left, was the only one to whom he was related by blood. The others were brothers of his heart. They had gone through hell and back together and, by some miracle, survived with only a few battle scars. They always had each others’ backs, and it was rare if a day or two went by without seeing each other working at Trident, hanging out here at Donovan's, or playing at The Covenant—unless they were away on an assignment.

      Brody “Egghead” Evans, standing at the end of the bar where Jenn picked up her bar orders, was the joker and flirt of the group, as well as their resident tech-geek. The man could put most computer hackers to shame, and despite the FBI's best efforts over the years to recruit him, Brody preferred to stay with his team—first with the SEALs and now with Trident Security.

      Marco “Polo” DeAngelis, their helicopter pilot and communications specialist, sat beside Brody while talking trash about his buddy's beloved Dallas Cowboys. Marco had been born and raised in Staten Island, New York, and was a lifelong Giants fan. As he told it, no self-respecting Giants fan would pass on a chance to rank on a Cowboys fan. That was the only bad blood between the two men—otherwise, they were best friends, having known each other from basic training through SEAL training to being on the same team. Hell, they tended to be so joined at the hip, they’d even left the Navy at the same time to join Trident. So, to their friends, it came as no surprise when they shared their women on occasion. The duo was pretty popular with the submissives at the club.

      He watched as Brody glanced over at the brunette and nudged Polo while tilting his head in her direction. The other man looked over his shoulder, then grinned at his ménage partner. “Sorry, Egghead, but I’ve got plans with my sister tonight. Some other time.”

      Devon was surprised when his tense body relaxed. He hadn’t realized his muscles had gone rigid at the thought of the two men hooking up with the woman he’d been eyeing for the last hour or so.

      Next in line of his teammates was Tampa native Jake “Reverend” Donovan, their sniper and younger brother of Mike, the owner of Donovan's, who was tending bar for the afternoon. While Mike had learned about the bar-restaurant business from their father and took over the pub upon the old man's death a few years ago, Jake had signed up for the Navy the afternoon he graduated from high school. From what Devon understood, the relationship between Jake and his father had been destroyed during the last semester of Jake's senior year following an argument. Foregoing the football scholarship to Rutgers that everyone expected him to accept, Jake ended up going to basic training. Devon didn't know for sure what caused the deep rift between the two, but he had a feeling it was over Jake's sexual orientation. It didn't bother Devon, or any of the other guys, that Jake was gay, but with the “don't ask-don't tell” policy, which had been in effect for years in the military, it wasn't something they’d discussed while in the Navy. After the military, Jake was more comfortable keeping his personal life to himself, and the rest of them respected his decisions while still letting him know they supported him. Hell, Devon suspected his younger brother, Nick, was gay, and it didn't bother him at all. Ian, Devon, and their friends all had their individual kinks and perversions, so who were they to judge anyone else?

      Jake was talking to Boomer, sitting on his other side, and they seemed to be arguing over something trivial. Boomer’s head whipped around to stare at Ian with a look of disbelief on his face, and Devon smirked at his question. “You topped Savannah McCall? What the fuck? How come I didn’t know this?”

      Ian shrugged his shoulders, but the smile on his face told their explosives and demolition expert the rumor was true. The Boss-man had had a D/s relationship, brief as it was, with the thirty-year-old supermodel, who was still hot enough to grace the current cover of Sports Illustrated’s annual swimsuit edition. “Before your time, Baby Boomer. She was still a struggling model when I met her many years ago.”

      “Holy shit, and damn! As usual, I bow to your greatness.”

      Although they had all served on the same team for several years, Ben “Boomer” Michaelson ended up staying in the Navy for another two after the others retired. He’d only rejoined them a few months ago following a close call with an RPG, which almost cost him his left leg and landed him in the hospital for three months. Even though he now sported an artificial knee, the doctors had been fortunate to be able to save the limb, but it'd been touch and go there for a while. After recovering, he was ready to switch to a career that had a lower percentage of people trying to kill him with projectiles.

      Boomer was the youngest of the group at thirty, so, sometimes, to bust his ass, they called him “Baby Boomer.” But they only resorted to that when they wanted to rile him up since you didn't want to piss off the guy carrying the explosives too often. Boomer came from a long family line of military men, and his father had been a SEAL before him.

      Devon looked up as his brother stood from his stool. “Going somewhere, Boss-man?” Even though they co-owned their businesses fifty-fifty, Devon referred to his older brother as the head of the company since Ian had outranked him in the Navy and been their team leader.

      Ian gave one of his usual grunts as he threw some money on the bar. “Yeah, I want to run back to the office and handle a few things before heading to the club. Are you going later?”

      Devon glanced at the brunette's reflection in the mirror again before answering. “Not sure yet.”

      Ian took a quick look over his shoulder toward the booths behind him and then turned back to Devon with a knowing smirk on his face. “Uh-huh.”

      Devon chuckled as his brother clapped him on the shoulder. Telling the others he would see them later, Ian headed to the door, giving Jenn a peck on the cheek as he passed her. Through the mirror, Devon noticed the current object of his lust was frowning again as she watched Ian kiss his niece on his way out. He groaned to himself as he realized she was most likely thinking they were a bunch of perverts, hitting on a pretty teenager who was young enough to have been fathered by any one of them. Well, maybe not Boomer since the guy would have been around ten or eleven at the time of conception, but without asking him, Devon couldn’t be sure.

      Yes, a lot of people would call him a deviant—huh? Devon the deviant . . . now that was pretty funny—if they knew about the kinks he and his friends enjoyed. And yes, in the past, Devon had been with a lot of nineteen-year-old girls, but he had been in his teens and early twenties back then. That pretty much ended when twenty-seven-year-old Ian introduced him to the BDSM lifestyle at the age of twenty-four.

      For the first few years of Devon's Navy career, he was stationed on the west coast, while Ian was based in Virginia. They only ended up in the same place after Devon graduated from Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, otherwise known as BUD/s, and was assigned to Ian's SEAL Team Four. A few weeks after their reunion, his brother brought him to a private sex club for the first time. The club was about thirty minutes from the base, and a few of the guys were frequent visitors whenever the team was on U.S. soil and off duty. Ian had been in the lifestyle for a few years and recognized his brother could benefit from the control which came with being a Dom. Despite the five-and-a-half years since their eighteen-year-old brother, John, had died, Devon had still been struggling with his grief.

      He took to the lifestyle like a SEAL to water and spent his first few years learning from Ian and other Doms, as well as several experienced submissives who took pleasure in teaching a new Dom to be . . . well, a Dom. Ian always stressed it was the best way to become a good, responsible Dominant. In fact, the motto of the BDSM community was “safe, sane, and consensual.” An inexperienced Dom playing with an inexperienced submissive was a recipe for disaster, and the chances of the submissive being hurt, physically or psychologically, increased dramatically. The last thing Devon or any respectable Dom wanted was to hurt an innocent submissive beyond what they needed.

      As he got older, he continued to lean toward experienced subs, which meant he didn't often play with women under the age of twenty-five. It didn't mean there weren't older newbies, but it was more likely the submissives had done some experimenting by that age and were familiar with the dynamics of BDSM. The more experienced subs were aware not to confuse playtime with being something more than what it was. He’d seen it happen over the years to other Doms with subs new to BDSM. No matter how many times it was explained to them that just because a Dom played with a sub a few times, it didn't mean they were in a traditional “boyfriend-girlfriend” relationship, and he’d witnessed many a new, young sub get their heart broken as a result.

      That all said and done, it didn't mean Devon didn't like to educate a newer sub from time to time, but he made sure he observed the woman at the club over several weeks before approaching her to negotiate a scene. He could make sure she wasn't the type to cling and get too attached to him. Attachments were not his thing. One or two scenes were all he would do with a sub before moving on to the next one. He did have a few favorites, who he hooked up with more than others, but he was careful to wait several weeks or months between scenes with the same sub. Lucky for him, there were plenty of unattached subs at The Covenant for him to choose from.

      The Covenant was an elite and private BDSM club Devon owned with Ian and their cousin, Mitch. After Devon and his brother left the SEALs a little over three years ago, they settled in Tampa and started their private security and protection business, Trident Security. When Mitch approached them about starting the club, they found a large piece of property with four warehouses. The government had seized it after they discovered it was being used to run an illegal drug operation disguised as an import-export company. It was on the outskirts of Tampa, far enough from any neighbors, and was perfect for their plans, so when the place went to auction, they bought it for much less than the property was worth.

      The fenced-in property, complete with an armed guard at the gate, was surrounded by wooded areas and afforded them the privacy needed for the club as well as for Trident. With the government connections they'd made over the years, Devon and Ian's team did some contracted work for various alphabet agencies. They needed an office where no one would pay attention to their comings and goings, as well as the occasional visit from federal agents. The first building on the lot housed The Covenant. From the outside, it was a blue metal and cement warehouse. On the inside, however, it was a fetish lover's dream.

      The other three buildings, identical to the first on the outside, were separated from the club by a second fence. The first contained the offices and war-room where Trident was run from. Toward the back of the building was a garage, along with weapons, ammunition, and equipment vaults. On the second floor, there were six spare bedrooms and bathrooms in addition to a rec room where the team could crash and watch the big screen TV or play darts and a game of pool. A small kitchenette completed the amenities.

      The next structure contained storage areas on the second floor, and on the first, an indoor shooting range, a gym and training room, and a panic-security room in case of an emergency. The room was similar to an old nuclear bomb shelter, except it was above ground with reinforced concrete and steel walls and had been an unexpected find after they purchased the property. The last building housed Ian and Devon's apartments, although, like the other buildings, the outer façade gave no indication of what was inside. When the renovations were completed, both had been more than pleased with the results.

      Taking another sip of his cola, Devon returned to studying the brunette. Having been with many attractive women over the years—more than he dared to count—he wouldn't characterize her as a gorgeous woman but more of a pretty girl next door. She was undeniably a woman who would get a second and third glance from most men. He wasn't a hundred percent sure due to the distance between them, but he thought her eyes were hazel. Her silky brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and he wondered what she would do if he walked over and removed the band holding it in place, allowing the soft strands to fall around her face. His fingers itched to find out.

      She hadn't been wearing glasses when she’d first sat down but had put them on before she began typing away on her computer. The glasses gave her a naughty librarian look he loved to see on a woman, and he felt the semi-erection he’d been sporting since he first noticed her swell a little more. Letting his eyes roam, he took in the heart shape of her face, her high cheekbones, and those plump, pink lips which would look fantastic wrapped around his cock.

      Shit! If he kept this up, he’d be hard as granite, and he hadn't even moved his gaze past her neck. Well, at least he hadn't in the last minute or two, and yup, now that the thought came to mind, he was staring at her chest. She was wearing a V-neck, short-sleeved T-shirt, which gave him a tiny hint of her cleavage, and from his vast experience with the female body, he would guess she was a 36-C cup. Not too large or too small, just the way he liked them. He wondered if her bra was the same fire-engine red color as her shirt, and the thought made his mouth water. Swallowing hard, he watched as she leaned back and stretched her arms over her head in an obvious attempt to work out the knots which had to be in her back and shoulders after typing so long. The movement thrust her chest out a bit, and . . . okay, it was official. He was now painfully erect. He shifted to ease the pressure and knew if he had any hope of walking out of there sometime this afternoon without his dick leading the way, he had to stop staring at her.

      He may not have met her yet, but he'd bet his prized 1966 Mustang convertible she was a submissive. The question was, did she know it? He doubted it. After catching her eye earlier, he’d waited a few seconds before raising his eyebrow in a look that would've had most submissives questioning whether their words or actions were about to get them in trouble. He was delighted to see how fast her gaze had fallen to the floor before it crept back up to his face as if she couldn't resist the urge to look at him. If Jenn hadn't interrupted his view of the woman, he would’ve given into the temptation to go over and introduce himself, something he hadn't done outside of the club in a long time.

      Over the years, he learned most of the women he’d met outside of the BDSM community were either turned off by his kinks or only thought they understood what was involved with pleasure-pain before attempting to experience it for themselves. Devon had a few brief encounters in the past when the woman he was with began to panic when faced with his demands and attempts to push her out of her comfort zone. At that point, he would halt the scene without complaint and wait to see if she wanted to continue. If she didn't, he would ensure the woman was all right and back in the right frame of mind before he wished her well and walked out the door. He would never force his lifestyle on anyone—again, safe, sane, and consensual.

      Most people didn't realize that a certain amount of pain could be morphed into intense pleasure with the right mix of trust and arousal. Without the proper mix, though, any D/s encounter was doomed to fail. That was why he found it so much easier to leave his hook-ups to the submissives at the club. But, damn, he wished he met his little librarian at the club because he could definitely get into her, no pun intended . . . or maybe it was.

      “Oh, my God! Really?”

      Devon turned around at his niece's sudden loud exclamation. Jenn was standing next to the brunette, and her voice lowered again, but it was still obvious she was enthusiastic about something. He strained to hear what she was saying without success and wondered what all the excitement was about. Whatever it was, both women were now smiling and chatting as Jenn took the empty seat in the booth.

      Damn, he wished he was Jenn right now.
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      An hour had passed before Kristen leaned back in the booth, happy with the rough draft of the first two chapters. Inspiration had struck, and she managed to provide an interesting background for the story. By the end of chapter two, Master Xavier had just laid eyes on the future love of his life, Rebecca, for the first time. Kristen sighed as she stretched her arms over her head and looked around. Most of the tables were now empty, and the waitress was wiping one of them down with a damp rag. Glancing over at the bar, she noticed the Sexy Six-Pack—she needed to stop calling them that—was now minus one, the man who kissed the waitress on his way out. The stool to the left of the man she had been drooling over earlier was empty, and it appeared he had no intention of moving closer to his buddies, content to stay in his original spot.

      “So, you decided to come up for air.”

      Kristen turned her head to see the waitress standing beside her and smiled. “Yeah, I guess I did. Sometimes I get so into my writing the rest of the world ceases to exist.”

      The young woman laughed. “I can see that. I checked on you a few times, and you were oblivious, so I kept refilling your iced tea.”

      Kristen looked down at the tall glass and saw it was indeed full again. Since there was a plate next to it with a few french fries and some crumbs, it was a safe bet she’d eaten her chicken salad sandwich but didn't remember doing so. Yeah, she must've checked out of there for a while. “Thanks,” she told the woman. “I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. What are you writing anyway? You were pretty much nonstop, but, every once in a while, you would look up at the ceiling for a few minutes, then say 'a-ha' and start typing again.”

      Kristen blushed in embarrassment. “Oh jeez, tell me I wasn't doing that too loud.”

      The waitress giggled, and it made her appear even younger. “No, not at all. As a matter of fact, I think I was the only one who noticed.”

      “Thank God,” she responded with an exaggerated sigh of relief. “I'm writing a book, and sometimes I get carried away.”

      “Really? What kind of book? Fiction?”

      “Yes.” Kristen nodded. “A suspense romance. I've written a few which have been published, and I'm starting a new one now.”

      “Oh, wow, that's so cool. I have tons of romance books on my e-reader.” She indicated the small tablet sticking out of the pocket of her apron. “I wonder if I've read any of yours.”

      “It's possible. I'm Kristen Anders.”

      The waitress let out a loud squeal. “Oh, my God! Really?” Covering her mouth with her hand for a second, she continued at a lower decibel. “I'm reading one of yours now. I think it's your second one. I read so many books, and I'm terrible at remembering the titles, but the characters are Jeb and Amy.”

      Kristen nodded. It always pleased her when she met one of her readers out of the blue. Her ex-husband had been condescending about her books, saying they were the result of her little hobby, and he was always shocked to hear people had bought them, read them, and, indeed, loved them. “Yes, that's my second one, Wildfire. The first was Hearts Ablaze with Keith and Shannon.”

      “Yes! That's the first one I read. I loved it so much that I looked to see if you had written anything else and downloaded the next two in the series.”

      Kristen smiled when the woman took the booth seat across from her, probably not even realizing she was sitting down with a customer, but Kristen didn't mind. “I'm so glad you liked it. I love when I run into one of my readers, and they tell me they enjoy my books.”

      “Oh, I do. I really do. You have a great mix of suspense and romance, which makes me not want to put it down. When I was finishing Hearts Ablaze, I was up until about three a.m. because I couldn't wait to see how it ended. I mean, it's a romance, so there's always a happy ending, but I couldn't figure out who the murderer was. And I hate when I figure it out way before the author wants you to know who it is.” The waitress extended her hand out over the table. “By the way, I'm Jenn . . . Jennifer Mullins.”

      Kristen shook the proffered hand. “It's nice to meet you, Jenn.”

      “Oh, it's so nice to meet you too. I've never met anyone famous before.”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle at the girl's enthusiasm. “Well, I don't know if I'm exactly famous.”

      “Well, to me, you are. Now I really can't wait to read the rest of your books.”

      “I'm glad, but don't buy them.” She knew what it was like to work her way through college. Her parents had paid for her tuition and books, but Kristen had earned money for any extras and fun by working at a bagel shop near campus and then as a proofreader for anyone who wanted her services. She was sure the waitress needed her money for more important things than a few romance books, and if Kristen could save her a few dollars, then that's what she would do. “I have a few print copies at my apartment you can have. I'll drop them off to you the next time I come in for lunch.”

      Jennifer squealed again, but not as loud as the first time, to Kristen's relief.

      “Seriously? That's so nice of you, but you don't have to.”

      “I know I don't, but I want to. My publisher always gives me a bunch of hard copies to hand out to whomever I please, so it's no big deal,” Kristen assured her.

      “Jennifer.”

      At the sound of the male voice, both women looked over to the bar, where the bartender pointed to the front of the restaurant. Turning their heads, they saw a few people standing at the hostess station. Kristen was glad to see the bartender, who she assumed was the boss, wasn't mad Jennifer was chatting with a customer. Instead, he kindly let the girl know people were waiting. She didn't want the girl to get into trouble for being sociable, which made for repeat business from the customers, in Kristen's opinion.

      Jennifer jumped up. “Oops, gotta get back to work. And thanks for offering to bring me the books. I'm here every afternoon, except Wednesdays, when I have a class.”

      Nodding her head, Kristen confirmed, “Any day except Wednesday. Got it.”

      “I'll be back with your check in a second.”

      “Take your time,” Kristen reassured her with a wave of her hand as the other woman turned to hurry toward the front.

      What a sweet girl, Kristen thought to herself as she focused her attention on her laptop once again. Touching the mousepad, she brought it back out of sleep mode, and her heart stopped. The screen was blank.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered as her stomach dropped. She couldn't remember if she'd hit the save button after she stopped typing, but the program was supposed to do an “auto-save” every few minutes. “Please, please, tell me it's saved.”

      Damn it! She knew she should've gotten a new laptop before she started writing again. This one had been giving her trouble as of late, freezing and rebooting itself without warning, but this was the first time a manuscript had disappeared. She remembered creating a new file when she first started typing, but now she couldn't even get into the program to find it. She began hitting different keys as her panic began to rise. “No, no, no! This can't be happening.”

      “What's wrong?”

      She looked up to see Jenn had returned and was placing her check on the table with a look of concern on her face.

      “I don't know.” She continued to try and get the computer to respond. “It freaked out on me, and I think I lost my first two chapters. Damn it—I hate friggin' computers!”

      Jenn put her hand on Kristen's forearm. “Wait, stop! Don't do anything else. My uncle is a computer genius. If it's there, he can find it.”

      “Your uncle?” she asked, but it was too late since Jennifer had turned around to face the bar and waved.

      “Uncle Brody? Can you come here for a sec? We need your super-duper technical powers.”

      Kristen watched as the guy Jenn had been laughing with earlier raised his eyebrow in a silent question and put his beer down before walking toward them. Well, he wasn't exactly walking. It was more like sauntering.

      He smiled and chuckled as he approached. “No need to boost my ego with compliments, Baby-girl. You know I'll do anything for you.” Putting his arm around the young woman's shoulders, he looked down at Kristen. “What seems to be the problem, darlin'?”

      Oh Lord, did he really just pour on the charm with a sexy drawl?

      “Uncle Brody,” as Jenn had called him, stood about six-two and didn't seem to have an ounce of fat on his chiseled body. His short blond hair was neat except for a small section that fell over his brow, and his chocolate-brown eyes twinkled as he flirted with her without shame. Wearing a tight black T-shirt with jeans, a silver belt buckle, and western boots, all he needed was a cowboy hat, and she could picture him on a ranch, roping a few bulls. The man was sin on two legs and knew it.

      Kristen gave her mushy brain a mental shake and looked back at her laptop. “I don't know what happened. I was in the word processor and, now, poof! It's gone. I think I lost the file I was working on.”

      “Poof, huh?” Brody teased and then gestured toward the empty booth seat across the table from her. “May I?”

      Her head bounced like a bobblehead doll. “Oh, please. I'd appreciate your help. I know nothing about computers.”

      Sitting down, Jenn's uncle turned the laptop to face him and started hitting the keys. The difference between what she’d been doing earlier and his actions was he appeared to have a clue what he was doing, while Kristen had none. Twisting her hands in her lap, she prayed he could find the file. She’d been very happy with all she had written thus far and wasn't sure if she could remember the precise wording she'd used.

      “Everything all right?”

      She shivered at the sound of a deep male voice, which penetrated and reverberated throughout her body, making all her girlie parts stand up and take notice. Looking up, she saw Jennifer had stepped away, and the man with those beautiful blue eyes was now standing in her place, staring down at Kristen.

      “Nothing I can't handle, Devil Dog.”

      Kristen was so glad the man named Brody answered his friend as he continued to type away on her keyboard because her mind had become a complete blank except for the thought that she wanted to hear “Devil Dog” speak again. He was about the same height as Brody but not as broad. Although his frame was a little leaner, he was just as sinewy, and her hands yearned to touch his chest and abs to see if they were as hard as they looked. Dressed in a navy-blue T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, he could be any guy walking down the street, but no, this was not any guy. This man made women forget their own names. This man was strong, virile, and commanded attention with his mere presence, yet she could imagine him being gentle when he needed to be. She continued to gawk at him until she noticed his mouth was turned up in an amused smile. He cocked his head toward Brody, and it was at that moment she realized the other man had said something to her.

      Swallowing her embarrassment, she looked across the table to see he also wore a grin.

      “I'm sorry. What did you say?”

      Brody chuckled at her. “I asked what the file name you were looking for was.”

      She felt her cheeks grow warmer and burn bright red. Seriously? He needed to know the name of the file? Well, of course, he did, you idiot . . . how else would he be able to find it?

      “Leather and lace,” she mumbled, looking at the dark surface of the table and wishing it was a black hole she could fall into.

      “What was that?”

      Still looking downward, Kristen cleared her throat and repeated louder and clearer, “Leather and Lace.”

      When neither man spoke nor did she hear any typing, she glanced up and saw both were staring at her. Oh, Lord help her, this was so mortifying.

      Brody's grin became even wider, and when she looked into his eyes, she swore she saw the laughter he was trying to hold back. She didn't even want to know what she would see if she peered up into the blue eyes of the man still standing next to the table.

      “Well, okay then.” Brody gave her a flirty wink before he started typing again. “Here it is. Leather and Lace.”

      Kristen’s eyes rolled at how the man drew out those last three words with his sexy drawl before she realized what he’d said and sat up straighter in her seat. “Oh, my God, you found it? Seriously?”

      “Of course, darlin'. Piece of cake.”

      “Thank you so much,” she gushed. “You saved my life.”

      He laughed at her exaggeration. “Well, maybe not your life, but at least an hour's worth of work, right?”

      “Right. Yes. I don't know how to thank you.”

      Her cheeks flamed again when he responded, “Well, now, I'm sure we can come up with some way you can thank me that we'll both enjoy.”

      Jeez, there was the adorable charm again, and, wait . . . did “Devil Dog” growl?

      “Did you find it?” Jenn asked as she rejoined them.

      Brody stood and winked at her. “Was there any doubt?”

      “Not at all, Uncle Brody,” she said teasingly. “I would never doubt your superior geek skills.”

      “Brat.” Brody tweaked the young woman's nose in an obvious sign of affection before looking over at Kristen. “Check to see if everything you were working on was saved. If you give me a minute to grab my laptop from my truck, I can clean up your hard drive a bit so this doesn't happen again.”

      She nodded and spun the laptop back to face her. “That would be so great. I'd appreciate it.”

      As he strode toward the exit, Kristen felt the stare of the man next to her. Trying to swallow the sudden lump in her throat, she looked up and saw he was no longer smiling. The fact would've disappointed her if she hadn't seen the heat smoldering in his eyes as he studied her. Another shiver shot through her spine, and her panties became soaked with a sudden rush of arousal.

      “So.” His voice had a low timber she felt from her head to her toes. “Leather and Lace?”

      “Is that the title of your new book?”

      Kristen hadn't realized the young waitress was still with them until she heard her question. Somehow she managed to pull her gaze away from those eyes, which seemed determined to devour her, and looked at Jenn. “Um, yes . . . yes it is.”

      “You're writing a book called Leather and Lace?”

      And there went her blush again at the sound of his deep, sexy voice, and her eyes flickered to him again. She was grateful Jenn answered the question for her because Kristen couldn't think of a single response to save her life.

      “Yup, Uncle Devon. She's a romance writer. I've even read one of her books, and I started one of the others yesterday.”

      “Really?” he murmured as if trying to figure out a complex puzzle. The man may have asked a question, but it didn't appear he expected an answer.

      Wait . . . what? Uncle Devon?

      “You're her uncle, too?” she asked.

      “Mm-hm. They're all my uncles.” Jenn gestured over to the remaining group of men, unaware the question had been directed at Devon. “We're not blood-related, but I call them my uncles. I've known them all my life, and, well . . . they're my family.”

      Devon broke eye contact with Kristen and beamed at Jenn with love in his eyes for the girl he considered his niece. He put his arm around her and pulled her into a hug. “Damn right, we're family, Baby-girl.”

      For a brief second, Kristen was jealous of the younger woman tucked up against his hard, yummy body as his strong arms enveloped her small frame. Jennifer hugged him back and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before letting go and heading toward the kitchen door. “Gotta check on my orders.”

      After she disappeared, Kristen verbalized her earlier thought, “She's a sweet girl.”

      Devon nodded in agreement. “Yes, she is.”

      When he didn't say anything more, she opened her mouth to ask him a question, any question that would keep him there talking to her. But her words died in her mouth when Brody returned to the table and sat down again, oblivious to the mounting sexual tension between the other two. He pulled his laptop from its protective case and set it beside hers. Taking a cable, he connected the two computers and glanced at her. “It will only take a few minutes to download the program, and then I'll show you how to run it when you get home. A full scan will take about an hour or two to clean up your hard drive depending on how many programs and files it has to search through.”

      “What’s it searching for?” She didn't know much about computers beyond the bare basics.

      He started to type as he answered her. “Excess files, temporary downloads, and malware, among other things. Stuff like that can drag down your hard drive and cause problems like the one you had earlier. This program will also help protect you from any viruses.”

      “I already have an anti-virus program.”

      He winked at her. “That may be, darlin', but my program will stop those files from building up.”

      “Your program?” She smiled at his playfulness. When she was younger, if a man like Brody had flirted with her, she would've been too shy to respond. But since she began writing sexy dialogue for her characters, she'd gained confidence with talking to the opposite sex. She would never be a shameless flirt like some women were, but now she felt she could hold up her end of a conversation with a Casanova like him. His intense friend was a different story. Devon made her want to drop to her knees and let him do things to her. Things she'd never experienced before. And she didn't know how the thought made her feel.

      “Well, considering I wrote it, yup, it's my program,” Brody responded to her question, sounding like a little boy who was showing off his project at a science fair.

      Kristen let out a little laugh. The man was a charmer. “Wow, now I totally feel computer illiterate. I won't lose anything important, will I? My life is on it.”

      “Nope.” His fingers were still typing away. “Your files will be safe. But if you don't have a flash drive to back up your files, you may want to invest in one.”

      “I have one at home, but I don't like to bring it with me because it's so small, I'm afraid I'll lose it.” She had a bad habit of misplacing things. If it was smaller than a bread basket, Kristen had lost it at one time or another.

      “Go anywhere that sells them, and you can find one to put on your keychain.”

      “That's a good idea as long as I don't lose my keys, which happens at least once a week.”

      While Brody continued to talk about her computer, once every few seconds, Kristen’s eyes drifted toward Devon, who was still standing next to the table. He hadn’t taken his speculative gaze off of her, and she tried not to squirm. She gave him a small smile and wondered what he was thinking of.
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        * * *

      

      Devon’s mouth ticked upward when she flashed him a shy smile as he considered her with interest. Although she was engrossed in the conversation, he didn't feel like he was being ignored since she kept glancing up at him as if confirming he was still there. Interesting. And what was even more interesting was that he wanted to rip Brody's head off every time the geek turned on his Southern charm. It was obvious his buddy found her attractive—what heterosexual male past the age of puberty wouldn't—and it was only a matter of time before Egghead asked her out. The man didn't have the same reservations as Devon about hooking up with a woman outside the club.

      The more he observed her, the more he wanted to learn about her. She smelled like wildflowers and fresh air, almost as if she had walked through a meadow on a spring day, subtle and enticing. He detected a northern accent in her speech—his first guess had been New York, but now he wasn't sure. And her laugh . . . damn, her laugh went straight to his groin. Thank God he had his shirt untucked to hide the semi-automatic, which was sitting at the small of his back. The shirt was now doing a good job of hiding other things, like his erection, from her view.

      What was it about this woman, whose name he didn't even know, who called to him like a mystic siren? Damned if he knew, but he was looking forward to finding out. He was about to extend his hand and introduce himself when he noticed Brody giving her a scrap of paper with his name and phone number on it. The bastard beat him to it. Well, Devon deserved it for dragging his feet for over an hour when he could have found some inane reason to approach her and strike up a conversation. As much as he wanted to pound his buddy to a pulp and claim the woman for himself, he would never cock-block a good friend.

      Devon stepped back and pivoted toward the bar as the two climbed out of the booth. Through the reflection in the mirror, he saw her thanking Brody, and then his stomach sank as she wrapped her arms around the grinning geek and hugged him. There was nothing sexual about the contact, but it still sent bolts of jealousy through Devon. He could imagine his buddy's response if he knew Devon wanted to deck him. You snooze, you lose, Devil Dog! And yes, he was back in grade school again.

      Moments later, he watched as his little librarian gathered her things, said goodbye to Brody and Jenn, then made her way to the exit. With a hesitant backward glance in his direction, she walked out the door.

      At times like this, he almost regretted not drinking alcohol because he could use the distraction.
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      Devon spent the rest of the week alternating between being in a shitty mood and dreaming about his little librarian. No, make that Brody's little librarian. The bastard.

      He'd acted like a petulant child and avoided Brody, whenever possible, since that afternoon six days ago. He didn't want to hear how his buddy had hooked up with the brunette, whose name he now knew was Kristen Anders. She'd dropped off copies of her books for Jennifer at the pub, and his niece was now reading the next paperback in an ongoing series of vanilla romances after finishing one on her e-reader. And yes, he knew the stories were vanilla because when no one was looking, he’d skimmed through Jenn's book, Passions Uncaged after she left it on the bar for a few minutes while working.

      Although he didn't read more than a few passages, the story was well written, and Ms. Anders had evident talent. He was surprised to find her sex scenes were pretty hot—vanilla, but hot. It was also a little embarrassing knowing his niece was reading those same scenes. He thought back to when Ian and he had an awkward conversation with Jenn about what type of club The Covenant was. They had to tell her since she'd be driving past it and living three buildings down from it in Ian's apartment when she moved to Tampa. After much blushing and stuttering on their part, Jenn let them off the hook and told them she understood and it wasn't a big deal to her. It wasn't her thing, and she wasn't one to judge. They were thankful she expressed no desire to see the inside of the club. She probably didn't want to think of her uncles having sex of any kind, just like they didn't want to think about her having sex with some horny little bastard someday. They'd both been a little shocked, and yet relieved when she blew it off with a nonchalant explanation of how she'd read many books with similar clubs in them. Granted those clubs were fictional, while theirs was a reality, but she got the gist of it.

      Flipping through the book, he’d found Kristen was descriptive about what her characters were doing up in the barn loft, down by the creek, and, of course, in the bedroom. And even though the writing was steamy and sexy, he doubted the author would be into his type of sex and play. But, unlike Devon, Brody Evans didn't mind the occasional vanilla sex. If he was attracted to a woman, Brody was willing to go with the flow for a few dates. The only problem for the women was, after those few dates and some romps in the sack, Brody became bored and they would be history. There was a long line of women with broken hearts trailing behind Evans. He didn't do long-term relationships, either. And it had never been a concern for Devon, until now—the thought of Brody dumping Kristen after using her to scratch his current itch angered Devon almost as much as the thought of them dating in the first place.

      Forcing the aggravating thoughts from his mind, Devon climbed out of his Mustang before shutting the door and locking it. He’d left the top up on the drive over to Donovan's due to passing rain showers forecasted throughout the day. The gray skies matched his mood as he strode toward the entrance to the pub where he was joining Jake for lunch. His teammate wanted to go over some observations he’d made on a runaway case he had been working on for the past week. The teenage girl's father hired them after she allegedly ran away when he grounded her for missing her curfew on a regular basis. Jake had yet to locate the teen but was starting to suspect the reason she took off was more sinister than anyone realized. Since it was after twelve, and Jake had mentioned he was hungry, the two men agreed to meet for a bite to eat.

      Entering the familiar hangout, Devon looked around to find his buddy hadn't arrived yet. All but a few tables were taken, but they usually didn't sit at one, and he headed to the far end of the bar out of habit. He gave Jenn a quick wave as she hurried out of the kitchen with a tray of food. She gave him a huge smile as she passed him and successfully put one on his own face. Jenn could brighten up his foulest mood just by being herself. Her dad had been Devon's Lieutenant on SEAL Team Four for several years before taking a non-fieldwork promotion due to medical reasons. The man had also served with Ian for many years before that. Ian and Jeff Mullins grew to be close friends as eighteen-year-olds, suffering through basic training together, and when Jeff's wife, Lisa, gave birth to a baby girl two years later, following a shotgun wedding, Ian became a godfather.

      The Mullins had lived less than fifteen minutes from the Navy base, and the team spent many a relaxing afternoon or evening being entertained and smitten with little Jenn. Over the years, team members came and went, but Jenn considered them all her uncles. Most of the men kept in contact with her through emails and phone calls after they’d left the team for whatever reason—retirement, transfer, or promotion. No matter what though, her uncles were always guaranteed a card from Jenn for their birthdays, Valentine's Day, Veterans Day, and Christmas. There wasn't a team member, past or present, who wouldn't drop everything and come running if Jennifer Mullins needed them. And with a great amount of pain, she discovered those words to be true in the worst way possible.

      A little over six months ago, Ian received a phone call from a hysterical Jennifer. Before he could calm her down, a police detective took her phone and in a grave voice informed Ian that Jeff and Lisa Mullins had been murdered in their home during a suspected burglary gone wrong. The two were found shot to death in their living room by a neighbor who noticed the front door ajar while walking his dog at six in the morning. Knowing Jeff, and thinking it odd, the neighbor went to knock on the door and was able to see the carnage from the foyer. The couple had both been shot several times sometime late the night before and detectives later found several rooms ransacked, with jewelry, wallets, and computers missing from the home. It had been fortuitous Jennifer was spared from harm or finding her parents' bloody bodies because she’d slept at a friend's house, following a night out at the movies.

      Within an hour of the phone call, Devon and Ian were on a plane heading to Virginia and never left Jenn's side over the ensuing ordeal. As soon as former team members were notified, they began arriving in droves. Jenn never had to do a thing except mourn her loss. Her “uncles” took care of everything from the funerals and burials, life insurance, and veteran death notifications, to selling and packing up the house when Jenn moved to Tampa to live with Ian three months later. Jenn's sole remaining family members were on her dad's side, but they weren't close, and the Mullins had long ago named Ian as her guardian if anything ever happened to them.

      After the funeral, while Devon returned to Florida to keep their businesses running, Ian stayed in Virginia until Jenn completed high school. It'd been difficult for her to get through, but with her teachers, friends, and Ian's help and support, she was able to complete the requirements for her diploma. On a sunny day in June, over forty former and current Navy SEALs filled the stands of the local high school football field to watch their little girl graduate. Devon didn't think there’d been a dry eye among them.

      Now settled into a dorm for her freshman year at the University of Tampa on the other side of the city, Jenn was doing well. Although she still had moments of depression and sudden bouts of tears, and who could blame her, she continued to see a trauma psychologist to deal with her loss. Devon believed, however, it was the love she received every day from her uncles which was the most helpful in healing her devastated heart.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Devon was startled out of his thoughts at the soft voice beside him and swiveled his stool to see Kristen looking at him with concern. He hadn't thought she could get any prettier, but today she was stunning. She wore a little bit of makeup, not that she needed it, and it was enough to highlight her eyes and lips. Her soft brown hair was down, framing her face and falling below her shoulders, the tips resting at the swells of her breasts. Today's cotton V-neck was a soft purple which complemented her pale skin tone and brought out the green of her hazel eyes. It was also a little deeper than the one she wore the other day, giving him a generous view of her cleavage. And just like that, his jeans became snug.

      He didn't answer her right away, and she seemed to get a little flustered. “Sorry, I didn't mean to bother you, but you seemed a little . . . well . . . I don't know, sad about something.”

      He shook his head. “No, no, I'm fine, and you're not bothering me at all. I was just thinking about . . . never mind, it was no big deal.” There was no point dredging up the past to a stranger, no matter how much he wanted an excuse to talk to her. He forced his mouth into what he hoped was a convincing smile, and it turned into a real one at her sigh of relief as the corners of her own mouth tilted upward.

      “Good, I'm glad. I'm Kristen Anders, by the way.”

      He shook her outstretched hand, marveling at how soft it was and wondering if she felt the same jolt of awareness that rocked him to his core. “Devon Sawyer.”

      “It's nice to meet you.” She paused, and he waited to see what she would say next, wanting to hear her lyrical voice again as much as he wanted his next breath. But a wave of disappointment hit him as she shook her head a little, pulled her hand from his, and began to turn away. He opened his mouth to stop her from leaving when she spun back around and her words came out in a rush. “Look, I'm usually not this forward—actually I'm never this forward—but . . . but would you like to go out sometime?”

      Devon couldn't have been more surprised if she had pulled out a gun and shot him between the eyes. She was asking him out?

      He must have hesitated too long because she held up her hand. “You know what, forget I asked. You don't have to answer the question.”

      He reached for her arm before she had a chance to run away. As much as he wanted to say, yes, he would love to go out with her, he found himself uttering, “I'm flattered, I am. But Brody's my friend and, well . . .” He left the sentence hanging, instead of telling her he would never poach his friend's woman.

      Kristen frowned. “I don't understand. What does Brody have to do with anything?”

      Really? She had to ask?

      Maybe he was wrong about her being sweet and innocent. Maybe she bounced from guy to guy. He gazed into her eyes. No, he didn't think he was wrong. Not about this. “Didn't he give you his phone number the other day?”

      Kristen's smile returned along with a look of understanding. “He gave me his number in case I had any problems with the program he gave me.”

      Devon couldn't hide his shock. “You mean, he didn't ask you out?”

      “Well, he did. But I didn't say yes.”

      Was she for real? He’d never heard a woman turn Brody down before. Egghead had women of all ages throwing themselves at him left and right. “Why?”

      “Why didn't I say yes?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, he was nice and all, and don't get me wrong, he's good-looking, but,” she shrugged one shoulder, “I wasn't attracted to him.”

      His mouth curled up in a sexy smirk, and he lowered his voice. “Huh. So, does this mean you're attracted to me?”

      Kristen blushed. “I wouldn't have asked you out if I wasn't. So, I guess the big question is . . . are you attracted to me?”

      Devon knew he should deny it and send her on her way, a little embarrassed maybe, but with her gentle heart intact. And then she'd blushed. At that moment he knew there were a million and one reasons why he should say, “no,” but he couldn't remember what they were. His mind became a complete blank at her hopeful expression, and he found himself saying, “Yes. Yes, I am very attracted to you.”

      God, he was a selfish ass. Here was a beautiful, young woman, and she was most likely looking for her Prince Charming and a “happily ever after,” which she would never find in him. She would want a long-term commitment, and he was Mister One-Weekend-Only. Well, to be accurate, he was Master One-Weekend-Only. And there was another reason he should have said no. After reading the romantic scenes she'd written, he figured his vanilla librarian would run away screaming when he told her how he wanted to tie her up and flog her luscious ass until she begged him to fuck her into oblivion. He ached for her to kneel at his feet while he dragged his cock across her tongue. An image came to mind of what it would be like to pump in and out of her sweet mouth until he came, and she swallowed every drop. He wanted to own her, possess her, and then when he had his fill, he would walk away as he always did.

      Instead of doing what he knew was right, he found himself making plans with her for the following evening. By the time Jake arrived a few minutes later, Devon had a dinner date scheduled with her for seven o'clock at a little Italian restaurant around the corner from Donovan's. And she'd given him a sexy smile when she'd bid him goodbye.

      A short time later, after Jake and he ordered a couple of burgers, his teammate let him know he’d caught at least part of Devon's conversation with Kristen. Keeping his eyes on one of the TV's over the bar, Jake let out an amused snort. “So, hell must have frozen over, huh?”

      Devon frowned at the other man. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means, Devil Dog, in all the years I've known you, I can't recall you ever having a vanilla date with a woman, complete with dinner at a fancy little restaurant. The most effort I've seen you put into seducing a woman was buying her a drink while you negotiated a scene and found out her soft and hard limits.”

      “Fuck you, jackass,” he retorted without any real heat, considering everything the man had said was true. Instead of admitting it though, he lied. “I've been on plenty of dates before.”

      Jake didn't respond but gave Devon a look that said he knew his friend was blowing smoke out of his ass.

      “Besides, you're not one to talk, Reverend. When was the last time you went out on a date, huh?”

      Devon was astonished as his buddy grinned and turned beet red at the same time.

      “You're dating someone?” He couldn't believe it. His eyes went wide with shock. “How did I not know this? It's not anyone from the club, is it?” Jake Donovan didn't do relationships any more than the rest of them did, maybe even less.

      Jake shrugged and then sighed. “Yes, I'm dating someone. No one knew until now because it's only been a few dates. And no, it's not anyone from the club, and before you ask, no you don't know him.”

      As curious as Devon was, he knew he wouldn't get anything more out of his buddy. He was surprised the man revealed as much as he did. So instead of asking more questions, he raised his soda glass in a gesture of good luck. “Well, here's to you, my friend. I hope it works out for you. And if it does, there may be hope for the rest of us.”

      Jake touched his glass to Devon's and chuckled. “I wouldn't go that far, brother, because if that happened, hell would definitely freeze over.”
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      Kristen couldn't believe she was there. She could imagine her ex-husband’s expression if he knew she was standing outside a private BDSM club with the intention of going inside. She’d found out about The Covenant from one of her beta-readers who helped proofread her novels. Although they had never met, she chatted with Shelby Whitman, a member of the club, through Facebook and email. When Kristen had mentioned wanting to see the inside of a sex club for research, the woman put her in touch with the owner, Master Mitch. After several phone conversations and a background check, the man finally agreed to let Kristen tour the facility while it was closed.

      When they'd scheduled the appointment, the Dom had been adamant that she come alone and leave her phone in her car. She'd balked at being in a strange place with a strange man with no way to call for help, and he'd relented but asked her to keep the phone off while in the club. His clientele valued the club's privacy, and he would not put that at risk for anyone. Kristen was fine with his reasoning but also told the man she would let her cousin know who she was meeting and where for her own safety. She didn't want to be one of those women she saw on the news every once in a while, who disappeared without a trace. It was the same thing she would do for her date tonight with Devon.

      She was still shocked she’d asked him out on a date. Ever since puberty, she'd been shy around men, and the more attractive she found them, the shyer she became. But that was the “old Kristen.” The “new Kristen” was starting over after a failed marriage. She was no longer a virgin, but she knew she was still inexperienced. The only position she'd ever had sex in was the missionary one. Maybe it hadn't been her fault she was cold in bed, maybe it'd been Tom's.

      She wanted to be a woman who wasn't afraid to try new things, a woman men found attractive, to have flirty conversations with them, filled with sexual innuendos. She wanted to find what she wrote about, what other women bragged about—a man who gave her incredible orgasms which made her scream and beg for more. Was Devon the right man? She wouldn't know unless she went to bed with him, and she didn't think she could have a one-night stand, so she had to get to know him better.

      Glancing through her windshield again, she shook her head in disbelief. When she’d arrived a few minutes ago, she thought she'd gotten the directions wrong. After exiting the highway where Master Mitch told her to, she followed the side road past a small forest of trees. The area then opened up, and she found herself looking at a large piece of property surrounded by a security fence topped with barbed wire. Behind the fence, there was a row of four warehouses reminding her of an industrial park. Another portion of fencing separated the first two buildings. Once Kristen pulled her car up to the security shack next to the gate to find out where she’d made a mistake in the directions, she discovered she was indeed in the right place. The cordial but armed guard had checked her driver's license and taken a digital picture of her before he opened the gate and pointed to where she should park. He indicated she should take an awning-covered staircase at the near end of the first building to the second-floor main entrance.

      Parking next to the building, she’d stared at the blue metal and cement monstrosity and had a difficult time imagining this was the outside of an elite and private club catering to people's individual sexual fetishes. Now, Kristen climbed out of the car and locked the door before shutting it. She took one step then she froze at the sound of a dog barking. Looking around, ready to jump on the hood of her car if she had to, she spotted a large black lab-mix running back and forth and was thankful it was on the other side of the second fence. Despite his loud greeting, he appeared friendly, but she wasn't taking any chances by approaching the barrier between them.

      “Hi, boy, good doggie. Stay on your side of the fence, okay? Good boy,” she cooed in what she hoped was a soothing tone as she dashed to the stairs.

      When she reached the doors, she found them locked but located a doorbell and pressed it. As she waited, she took in her surroundings again and realized there was no signage indicating a place of business on any of the buildings and fences. She also couldn't remember seeing any signs at the highway exit or on the side road leading to the complex other than a street sign which read Fairwood Drive. Curious, she wondered what was in the other three buildings. There were a few cars parked next to the second one, but she didn't see anyone other than the one guard. She also noticed several security cameras, some on the buildings, including the one above the door she stood in front of, and others atop some of the nine-foot fence posts. It was a little overkill to her, but what did she know?

      The door opened, and she was greeted by a handsome man whom she guessed to be in his early thirties. “Hi, Ms. Anders? I’m Master Mitch. It’s nice to meet you.”

      She would be embarrassed to admit he wasn’t what she expected, which was an older, brooding, vampire-like-looking man, dressed head to toe in leather. Instead, he reminded her of her high-school math teacher, who all the female students had crushes on. About six-foot-one, he had black/brown hair with gentle, blue eyes. His easy smile was framed by a trim goatee and mustache, which might be adding a few years to his age. Instead of being dressed in black, he was wearing a navy blue golf shirt, blue jeans, and sneakers. It was obvious he kept himself in shape, maybe by running and playing sports, because he didn't have the bulked-up look weightlifters did. Despite his pleasant demeanor, she could imagine him transforming into a commanding Dom with submissives dropping to their knees to please him.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      He stepped aside so she could enter, and she was amazed at how the outside of the building belied its interior. They were standing in a lobby that was decorated in a Victorian-era style. It was just large enough to contain a hotel-style check-in desk and a comfortable sitting area. The walls were painted a deep red while the carpet was a complementary gray. On several walls were paintings that some might call pornographic, but Kristen thought they were sensual and erotic. The space was separated from the main club by a set of large wooden doors which she swore once graced an old European castle somewhere. The dark wood was beautiful with intricate carvings and round wrought-iron pulls.

      Before Master Mitch allowed her through the doors, he took a moment to convince himself she was not taking any pictures or recordings of his business. He then gave her a privacy contract to sign, stating it protected his business and clients and it was legal and binding, having been drawn up by the club's lawyers. After she read and signed the paper, he took it from her and handed her several others.

      “I thought these would help you with your research. The top two pages are general contracts that some members use when negotiating a temporary relationship between Dominant and submissive that’s going to last more than one or two nights. Usually, the contract indicates both parties agree to play for a certain amount of time, such as a week or a month, and what the play will consist of. At the end of the agreed upon time, both parties go their separate ways.”

      “Isn't a contract a little cold?” There was little she could do to hide the cynical tone in her voice or her shocked expression.

      He tilted his head as if he was thinking about her question—a contract could seem cold to someone not familiar with the lifestyle. “You have to understand something. Although there are couples here who are married or in long-term relationships, there are many others who aren't looking for anything other than something temporary. This way, there's an end date and there is no awkward quote-unquote breaking up at the end of the relationship.”

      Kristen nodded, writing a few notes in the notebook she brought with her. She understood what he was saying but wasn't sure if she could ever sign a contract to have sex with a man that included a deadline stating when they would stop seeing each other.

      “The other papers are the club's rules, a list of protocols that submissives are expected to follow, and a long list of BDSM activities. Submissives fill out the checklist with their hard and soft limits, or red and yellow limits as some people call them. Do you know what those are?”

      Before she wrote Satin and Sin, she did a lot of internet searches on every aspect of BDSM she could find. She was far from an expert on the subject, but she knew the basics. “If my research was correct, hard limits are something a submissive has no desire to try, things which are a total turn-off for them. Soft limits are things they're curious about and might be willing to try, but they've never done them before, or if they have, they haven't made up their mind on whether they want to do it again.”

      “Correct. And after they try one of their yellow soft limits, they tend to move it to the green, okay activity column, or the red, hard limit column. There are some activities that only appeal to a select few, while there are others that pretty much everyone is into. Submissives' hard and soft limit lists are available here at the front desk for the Doms to look at, so they know who would be receptive to a certain activity. On the checklist, the starred activities are not allowed in the club at all.”

      Kristen cocked her head. “Such as?”

      “Such as fire-play and anything involving blood, urine, or feces, among a few other extreme activities.”

      “Eewww.” Kristen winced. She had read about body-fluid play on the internet and the thought of it still grossed her out.

      He smiled and laughed at her reaction. If she had met him anywhere else, she would have a hard time believing he was a Dom. Despite his age, the man had a boyish charm to him.

      “Exactly! I'm with you. Body-fluid play does not appeal to me at all, but believe it or not, there are some people who get into it. Along the same subject line, every client must have a physical and blood work with one of our doctors every six months in order to keep their play privileges, and vaginal and anal sex without condoms is forbidden in the building, even between long-time partners.

      “Let's see, what else can I tell you? Um . . . oh, we have a bar, and alcohol is restricted to two drinks if members are planning to play. The bartenders have a computer program to track how many drinks have been served to a member. The same program is used to bill the members each month, so they don't need to carry any cash, just a key card. It's similar to what's used on cruise ships. The waitresses and security have handheld computers which track the same information, and it's checked before a member is allowed to enter any play area, public or private. The same program is used to flag a member who is overdue for a physical.”

      Master Mitch continued to talk as Kristen scribbled in her notepad as fast as she could. “Every once in a while a client will ask to bring a guest. It's only allowed after a background check of the guest, and they're not allowed to play at all while on the premises unless they have been cleared by one of our staff doctors. It takes a few weeks before a guest is cleared, so it's not something that can be done on the spur of the moment. The client who invited the guest is held responsible for them and cannot leave them on their own. Guests are given a yellow wristband, so the Dungeon Masters and security know who they are. All clients have gone through extensive background checks, and every few months their names are checked for any arrests or dealings with the police which may concern us, such as a domestic violence call at their house.”

      She looked up from her notes. “Wow. Isn't it a lot of work for you?”

      “Well, we have a security company that does it for us, but it's necessary to keep our clients safe.”

      “Any other rules?” she inquired, finding the information he was giving her fascinating. There was plenty of data on the internet, but sometimes it took a live person to help you understand a subject to the fullest.

      “Well, it's obvious you've done some research on the topic, right? So you know what a safeword is, correct?”

      She nodded. “If a submissive uses their safeword all play comes to an immediate halt.”

      “Right. We use color safewords here so there are no misunderstandings between our members, the Dungeon Masters, and security. If a sub uses a different safeword and a Dom doesn't heed it, a Dungeon Master may not know there's a problem. Red means stop. Yellow means to slow down or pause to clarify an issue. And green means they're good to go. Failure to heed a safeword is an automatic three-month suspension of play privileges, and a second offense results in termination of membership. But we've never had to terminate anyone for that reason.”

      Satisfied she would adhere to the privacy contract she signed, he finally opened the left wooden door and gestured for her to walk in ahead of him. Three steps past the threshold, she stopped short in complete awe of the fantasy land before her. The second floor where they stood consisted of an extra wide balcony in the shape of a horseshoe overlooking the main floor below. To her left, there was a large curved bar following the lines of the horseshoe bottom. The two long, opposite sides of the balcony contained many sitting areas similar to the one in the lobby.

      High above the sitting areas were horizontal tinted windows that let light in during the day, and he told her the inside of the club couldn't be seen from outside at any time. Along the brass railings, there were stools and pub tables where people could sit and observe what was happening below them. About twenty feet in front of the bar was a grand staircase with brass banisters leading downstairs and reminding Kristen of the one her wedding party had taken pictures on at the hotel where her reception was held.

      At the opposite end of the building, where the horseshoe ended was a wall with two doors, one glass and the other wood. Master Mitch explained the glass door belonged to a small store where they sold a variety of sex toys and fetish wear. The other door was to a hallway leading to the business offices and an emergency exit. The locker rooms were located right below the bar. There was an entrance next to the double exit doors with a short hallway and two sets of stairs leading to the women's and men's locker rooms. Members could also enter the rooms from the first floor.

      As they walked further into the club, his cell phone rang. Taking it from the holster at his hip, he looked at the screen. “I apologize, but I have to take this. Please have a seat at the bar, and I'll be with you in a moment.” He placed the phone to his ear and stepped a few feet away from her. “Hey, Ian, what's up?”

      She did as he asked and took a seat while skimming through the paperwork he gave her. She never realized how involved the lifestyle was—contracts, lists, protocols, and rules. It was a wonder anyone had time for sex. Although he'd said a negotiation between Dom and sub was a common part of BDSM, she couldn't help but think it was all so clinical, like going to her GYN for her annual physical.

      She was disappointed it was the middle of the afternoon and the club was empty except for her and Master Mitch. She would love to take in the sights and sounds of the club when it was in full swing. It would have been a tremendous help with the descriptions she wrote of her fictional club “Leathers,” but it hadn't been an option offered to her.

      Several minutes later, Mitch hung up the phone and gestured for her to join him at the top of the grand staircase. She listened as he began to explain the different areas and pieces of equipment while he led her down the stairs to the “pit.”

      “The pit?” she asked with curiosity.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Yeah, in the beginning, we called this the dungeon . . . a little cliché, but it's basically what it is. Somewhere along the line, the observers upstairs began calling it the pit and it sort of stuck.”

      “I like it . . . it fits,” she told him. “It makes me think of the Coliseum in Rome.”

      “Hmmm, maybe we should schedule some gladiator games. The subs would love it.”

      Kristen chuckled, as she made a quick note on her pad. “I might steal that idea and put it in my book.”

      “Only if you give me partial creative credit,” he teased.

      Kristen laughed harder. “It's a deal.”

      When they reached the first floor, she took a few more steps, then rotated in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn, taking in as much as she could. The red-and-gray color combination continued throughout this part of the club and was the perfect complement to the different pieces of equipment located in individual areas. Each was sectioned off by red velvet ropes hanging from brass hooks, while the wrought iron sconces and chandeliers completed the look.

      “So, is it what you imagined it would be?”

      Kristen turned back toward Master Mitch. “It's better than I ever imagined,” she told him honestly. “I didn't think I would say this, but it's beautiful.”

      “Expected something more along the lines of a damp, dark dungeon in some castle somewhere?” He laughed. People new to his lifestyle always seemed amazed at how elegant his club was.

      “Sort of, I guess. I'm not sure what I expected, but I know it wasn't this.”

      He began to show her the different sections and stopped in the center of the huge oval room, next to a two-foot-high stage. On it sat a seven-foot tall, wooden St. Andrew’s Cross with black leather padding covering part of its surface, and it could be seen from every angle of the room. At the top and bottom ends of the cross were leather wrist and ankle restraints. Although it brought to mind medieval torture, Kristen knew it was common apparatus used in the lifestyle she was researching. An erotic shiver went through her as she imagined herself, naked and restrained on it, for everyone to see.

      Shaking off the thought, she began to go through a list of questions she had written down before she came. She found his answers valuable to her research as she took several more pages of notes. “How many members do you have?”

      “Over three hundred and fifty, but some of them live in the area part-time so they only come a few times a year. The waiting list is over two hundred people and that's only for this club. There are four other clubs in the Tampa area, but only two of those are private. The others are open to the public, which isn't safe, in my opinion. They don't keep track of their members and anyone could walk in off the street and start to play. Anyway, The Covenant has an elite clientele and the reputation of being the club to belong to. And that’s not my ego talking. We've worked hard to become the best in the area.”

      “Holy cow!” Over three-hundred-and-fifty members, with more than half of that trying to get in? She’d expected him to say less than a hundred members.

      “Didn't think so many people were into kink, did you?”

      Kristen shook her head in amazement as he continued. “We have a capacity for five hundred people in here, as approved by the fire inspector, but I doubt we'll ever let the numbers get that high.”

      “Hey, Mitch, did you talk to Ian yet?” A male voice boomed and echoed in the empty club. As they both turned toward the grand staircase, where someone was descending, Kristen heard, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      She froze and searched her mind for an answer as a very sexy, and very pissed-off, Devon strode up to her and stopped inches from her face. Uh-oh. This wasn't good.

      Wait a minute . . . what the hell are you doing here? What the hell was he doing here?

      Mitch glanced from Devon to Kristen and back again. It was evident he was both amused and curious. “Um, last time I checked Dev, I run the place. That's what the hell I'm doing here.”

      Devon never took his eyes off her, and she suddenly wished she was anywhere but here when he growled. “Shove it, Mitch. I asked you a question, Kristen. Don't make me ask you again.”

      Kristen’s back straightened. Who did he think he was? “Not that it’s any business of yours, but Master Mitch was nice enough to give me a tour of his club for some research I'm doing for my book.”

      “Research?” His brows furrowed in confusion. “In case you hadn't noticed, this is a BDSM sex club, Kristen.”

      Seriously? “Of course I noticed, and it's obvious that little fact didn't get past you, now did it? Now, please leave and let me finish my tour.”

      Mitch's laughter was cut off by Devon's lethal glare, and he took a step back. He was clearly trying to hold back his amusement.

      “What were you thinking, Mitch? A tour? What are we, fucking Disney World?”

      “I had Marco do a background check on her. Brody was busy. After I confirmed she wrote fiction and wasn't some reporter trying to check the place out, I figured it was fine. She has no cameras or recorders.”

      “How the hell did you find out about the club in the first place?” He was back to questioning her again.

      She raised her chin in defiance. There was no way she would let this man intimidate her no matter how much she was attracted to him—and damn it, was it getting hot in here? “One of my beta-readers is a member, and she contacted Master Mitch for me.”

      Devon's eyes flicked toward his cousin with an unspoken question. “Shelby” was the response he received.

      Kristen huffed. She'd answered his questions, but now she was becoming infuriated with him sticking his nose where it didn't belong. “This is really none of your business, Devon.”

      Devon stared back at her and growled again. “None of my business? See, that's where you're wrong, Pet, this is my business. I own this club.”

      Her mouth dropped open as she looked back and forth between the two men. “Y-you own the club? I thought Master Mitch owned it.”

      “He's my cousin. We're co-owners, along with my brother. So, allow me to re-introduce myself to you, Pet. I'm Master Devon.”

      Kristen's mouth went dry. Shit! There was no way this could be happening. Of all the things which could go wrong today, she hadn't expected this. He was a Dom? She knew she was in so much trouble but didn't know why, or what to say, so she just stared at him, her chin almost hitting the floor.
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        * * *

      

      “What kind of research are you doing? Your books are pretty vanilla when it comes to sex, so why the hell do you need to research a BDSM club?” Devon realized his mistake as soon as the words were out of his mouth, but there was no way to take them back.

      “You read my books?”

      She sounded as shocked as Mitch looked. Great, just great. It would be a long time before his cousin forgot this conversation. Devon crossed his arms, forcing her to back up a step. Since Marco had done her background check, the name hadn't been familiar to him. Brody, who usually did the checks, would have recognized it right away and mentioned it to him, saving him from this little surprise meeting. “I didn't read any of them. Jenn left one of the books you gave her on the bar. I was curious about you and flipped through it. Now stop dancing around my questions.”

      Mitch cleared his throat. “I have a question. How do you two know each other?”

      Refusing to give his cousin any ammunition for future jokes, Devon rolled his eyes. “Shut it, Mitch.”

      But to his dismay, Kristen spoke at the same time. “We have a date tonight.”

      Mitch's eyes widened as if he hadn't heard her right. Devon could almost guess what his cousin was thinking. Devil Dog? On a date? Like a date date? Damn, the end of the world must be near.

      With a flair for the dramatic, the asshole stuck his finger in his ear to clear any blockage. “I'm not sure I heard you right—can you repeat that? It sounded like you said you two had a date.”

      Before she could answer him, Devon growled—which he seemed to do a lot in her presence. “Mitch, if you know what's good for you, you'll go upstairs and do some inventory or something. I'll finish taking Ms. Anders on her . . . tour.”
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        * * *

      

      To Kristen's shock, Master Mitch sighed and headed toward the staircase. “Don't forget, she's not allowed to play.”

      “I know. I was there when we wrote the club rules.”

      The man didn't stop walking up the stairs but raised his voice so she could still hear him. “Ms. Anders, don't worry. You're in good hands. Oh, don't forget, the club safeword is 'red.' I'll be at the bar if you need to use it.”

      Her eyes widened. There was no way he was leaving her alone with Devon, was there? The man looked like he wanted to spank her ass for the next three days straight, and, good Lord, why did the thought make her wet?

      Devon took a step toward her. Kristen's response was instantaneous, and she took two steps back, looking for a way to get around him. He arched his brow and took another step. She tried not to react again, but before she knew it, he’d backed her up to the wall and stopped right in front of her, blocking her escape. Without saying a word, he reached out and took her pad and papers, tossing them on a small table behind him before doing the same with her pen and purse.

      He then took hold of her wrists and brought her arms above her head. There were only a few inches between their bodies, and she could feel the heat of his. She wished he would take half a step toward her and then she would know what it felt like to be in contact with his hard chest, sculpted abs, and trim hips. Oh, and don't forget the massive erection he was sporting.

      “Eyes up, Pet.”

      Heaven help her. She lifted her chin to find a perceptive grin on his face, and she turned red, knowing she'd been caught staring at his crotch. He leaned forward, his mouth almost touching her ear, and whispered, “You still haven't answered my question.”

      The words may have been simple, something you could hear in an everyday conversation, but, somehow, he made them sound erotic, and the heated feel of his breath on her ear didn't help. She swallowed hard, her legs trembling. Not in fear—he wouldn't physically hurt her. She didn't know how she knew it, but she did. But no, it was the sexual electricity between them which had her unable to control her quivering muscles. “What . . . what was the question again?”

      “Why are you researching BDSM when you write vanilla sex?”

      Couldn't he back up a little? “Um . . . well, my first nine books are . . . are vanilla, but my last book was based on a BDSM club and . . . and now I'm writing the second one in a series.”

      “You gave my niece a kinky romance to read?” He didn't sound happy about it at all.

      “Act . . . actually, I didn't give that one to her, only the others. It felt a little weird giving a nineteen-year-old a BDSM book.”

      She drew in a deep breath, relieved when he took a step backward. But her feeling of relief didn't last long when she realized her arms were stuck. Tilting her head up, she tugged on her arms to find he'd shackled her wrists with Velcro restraints dangling from the balcony overhang. How did she not know he was doing that? Oh God, she was trapped.

      She gaped at him and was annoyed to see he was laughing at her with a sinister smirk, his arms crossed over his muscular chest again. Damn, the man was gorgeous . . . and dangerous. Not in a bad way, but also not in a good one. And here she was with no way to escape. She wouldn't panic. Master Mitch was right upstairs. She was safe, wasn't she?

      “Let me go.” She hoped the demand would sound confident, but, instead, it sounded breathy.

      He shook his head. “Not until your tour is complete.”

      Damn, how had she not noticed how arrogant the man was? “I didn't know class participation was part of the tour.”

      Devon let out a full-blown laugh. “Oh, how I love bratty submissives. They give me plenty of reasons to spank their asses beet red. And I'll tell you, at the moment, my hand is itching to get at your sweet ass.”

      “I'm not submissive.”

      The look he gave her said he didn't believe her for a second before he turned around and took three steps to the table where he'd put her things. Turning a wooden chair around, he straddled it and sat down facing her. Without saying a word he picked up her pad and the papers Mitch had given her and began to look through them.

      “Hey, that's my stuff. I didn't give you permission to look through my notes.”

      “Quiet.”

      He never looked up as he issued the deep-voiced command, and it sent a shiver through her body. She began to glance around, trying to figure out how to get out of the restraints. She should be scared out of her wits, but, for some reason, she wasn't. Instead, she was turned on, which freaked her out a little . . . well, actually, a lot. Yes, she’d fantasized about this stuff and she wrote about it, but it didn't appeal to her in real life, did it? Apparently, it did, because during her entire marriage, she had never once been this aroused, and Devon had only touched her wrists. What would happen if he touched her in other places? Did she want him to? Her body screamed at her—hell, yeah!

      She looked back at him and realized he was now reading the papers Mitch had given her. Shit! While Mitch had been talking on his phone, she’d skimmed through the soft and hard limit checklist. She didn't fill out the entire form but had checked off what she considered to be hard limits for her. Everything else she skipped over, planning to go through the list again later to figure out what she thought she would like and what she wasn't sure about. “Hey, stop! That's private!”

      Devon rolled his eyes and sighed, then got up from his seat. Without looking at her, he strode over to open a cabinet she hadn't noticed, which was built into the wall a few feet away from her. He grabbed something and then shut the door again before walking back to his seat. Pivoting to face her, he held up an object. “Do you know what this is, Pet?”

      She had a feeling she did, but she bit her bottom lip and shook her head.

      “It's a ball gag. Usually, I only give an order once and expect it to be obeyed, but since this is new to you, here is your second and final warning. Stay quiet unless I ask you a question. Your only responses should be 'yes, Sir' or 'no, Sir' unless I ask you for a detailed answer. Anything else out of your mouth will result in me using the ball gag. Understood?”

      As her girlie parts began to throb, Kristen nodded her head, and he frowned at her. “Y-yes, Sir.”

      “Do you wish to use your safeword? If you do, I'll let you loose and escort you out . . . without your research, of course.”

      What?! Crap, he was serious. “No, Sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Devon placed the gag on the table where she was sure to see it every time she looked at him. He was pleased to see a shudder run through her body and a nervous but heated look in her eyes. He loved to play the psychological games involved in BDSM, and, damn it, he wanted to play the physical games with her too but now was not the time. Instead, he sat back down and looked over her checklist again. Having seen hundreds of them in the past, it didn't take long for him to read her partial list, but he pretended to take his time.

      He waited . . . and waited. And yes, there it was. She began to squirm, her hips and feet moving ever so slightly but enough for him to notice. She rubbed her thighs together, and he knew without a doubt her pussy was wet. “I'm pleased to see most of your hard limits are similar to mine, but I'd love to see where you place the activities you haven't checked off yet. I'm also curious about why nipple clamps are a hard limit for you. I don't think I've ever seen that on a submissive’s hard-limit list before.”

      Kristen swallowed hard, and her pink cheeks turned a deeper shade. “M-my nipples are too sensitive, Sir. The thought of clamps freaks me out.”

      Confused, he stared at her and tried to figure out what she wasn’t telling him. Something about her statement felt off to him. “Out of all the hard limits you checked off, if you had to move one to a soft limit, which one would you choose?”

      She paused in evident thought. “The bullwhip, Sir.”

      What the hell? “You would choose a whip over nipple clamps?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      With a surprised look on his face, Devon stood again and stalked toward her. “I think there's something more to it than just sensitive nipples, but I'll leave it alone, for now. Have you ever been tied up or spanked before?”

      “No!”

      “But the thought of doing those things turns you on.” He stopped in front of her. His words may not have come out as a question, but he still waited for an answer.

      She opened her mouth with what he knew was denial but slammed it shut again when his eyes narrowed. “Don't lie to me, Pet.” She was wise enough to remain silent, and he stared at her for a minute before speaking again. “I think I'm going to change our plans for this evening.”
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        * * *

      

      Kristen’s stomach dropped. “You're canceling our date?”

      Taking the index finger of his right hand, he reached up and set it on her left forearm. His touch was light as he trailed his finger down her arm toward her elbow, then further, touching her ear and neck. His eyes tracked the movement. From her collarbone, he followed the scoop-neck edge of her shirt, down to her chest, over the swells of her breasts, and back up to her right ear. Her breathing increased, and her nipples had a mind of their own, pebbling into hard little nubs, begging for him to touch them.

      “Oh, no, Pet, not at all. I'm just going to add to it. We'll still go to dinner.” He paused, and her tongue shot out to moisten her dry lips. Heat flared in his eyes in response. “Mmmm. But afterward, we'll come here and I'll give you the full tour as my guest. Since Marco ran a security check on you, it won't be a problem. I do have a few requirements though, since our plans have changed. I want you to wear the sexiest dress or skirt you own and no underwear. And I mean no panties or bra, Pet. You will go to dinner like that. If you disobey me on this, I'll take you into the women's restroom and remove them myself. Understood?”

      Kristen was salivating, her panties were soaked. Was it possible to come, while she was fully dressed, from a feather-light touch and his words alone? Her voice came out raspy. “Y-yes, Sir.”

      “And wear your hair down.” He gave her ponytail a gentle tug. “I want you to read and understand the club protocols. You'll be expected to follow them, although I'll give you some leeway since this is new to you. If you have any questions, you may ask them at dinner. Last, but not least, I want you to finish filling out your limit list.”

      Her eyes widened because he couldn't be serious. “But I thought guests weren't allowed to play without a physical and . . . and stuff.” At his raised eyebrow, she added, “Sir.”

      His finger retraced its earlier path, down her neck, across her breasts, and then back up again. “Correct. But by having you complete the list, I know what scenes I should let you observe. Now, before I let you go home to get ready for our . . . date, do you have any questions?”

      She had more than she could count in the next hour or so, however, she found herself saying, “No, Sir.”

      “Do you want to cancel our date?”

      Did she? Absolutely not! “No, Sir.”

      “Good.” He reached up and removed the restraints from her wrists. “I'll walk you to your car.”
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      “Try this one on. I think it will be perfect.”

      Kayla London took the little black dress from Kristen's closet and handed it to her as Will reclined on her bed, propped up on a few pillows. On the way home from the club, Kristen had called him in a semi-panic. He, in turn, had called Kayla. The woman was one of Will's closest friends, and Kristen had clicked with her the first time they'd met. Will had introduced the two of them a few months earlier when Kristen had traveled to Tampa to find an apartment before moving. Kayla and her wife, Roxy, had become her fast friends, and although they teased her about it, they never tried to hook her up with one of their female friends.

      After Kristen explained about her dinner date and where they were going after, the fashion-forward duo had come running to her rescue. She had no idea what to wear. It had to be something appropriate for dinner and hide the fact she was not allowed to wear underwear, yet sexy enough for the club.

      She was so nervous. Her stomach still had butterflies fluttering around, which started when she realized Devon had shackled her wrists. He'd worn such a wicked grin as he watched her struggle with the restraints for a few moments before giving up. She had a feeling if she’d panicked, he would have released her without question, but she surprised herself by only asking him to let her go the one time. Then she'd become so focused on him and the tingling throughout her body that she'd pretty much forgotten she was being held hostage.

      While he read through her notes, she’d studied him a little more. When she first met him, she'd thought he was walking perfection, but today, she’d noticed his nose was a tad crooked as if it had been broken once. He also had a faint two-inch scar along his jawline, slightly below his right ear, and she wondered what’d caused it. Those small imperfections only enhanced his good looks and made him seem even sexier, if it was at all possible.

      As she walked into the bathroom and shut the door to change for the third time, Kayla told her, “I'm so jealous you're going to The Covenant tonight. Roxy and I put in a membership application six months ago, and from what I understand, the waiting list to get in is almost a year unless a Dom sponsors you. And even then, it takes a while.”

      Kristen pulled the cotton-spandex dress over her head and dragged it down her body, smoothing the fabric as she went. “I didn't know you two were . . . in the lifestyle.”

      “We don't advertise because most people don't understand BDSM and tend to be negative about it. Roxy got me into it when we first met years ago. She became a Domme in college but didn't have much time to play when she hit med school. At the moment, we belong to another private club called Heat but don't go as much as we would like. We would prefer the guarded privacy and exclusiveness The Covenant is known for. Some parents of Roxy's kids would flip if they found out she likes to flog my ass.”

      Kayla was a social worker, and Dr. Roxanne London had a thriving pediatric practice. They were also the complete opposites of each other. Where Kayla was five foot two, a “size twelve on a good day and a fourteen on a bad one”—her words—and a blue-eyed blonde, Roxy was seven inches taller and a size six, with auburn hair and hazel eyes. Kayla was disorganized and loved sci-fi movies, while Roxy was a neat freak who went to at least one indie or foreign film a month, either alone or with a friend, because her wife tended to fall asleep during them. But, despite their differences, or maybe it was due to them, the two made the perfect couple.

      “I can see why you would want to keep it private.” She zippered the side of the dress and looked at her reflection from the waist up in the mirror above the sink. Not bad.

      “Most members of the BDSM community do. If we run into other members in public, outside of the club, we either act like we know them from someplace else or don't know them at all.”

      Kristen opened the door and stepped out for them to see. She'd only worn the dress once before, to a gala on New Year's Eve after she first got married. Her ex hadn't liked the revealing one-shoulder design, complaining she had too many men staring at her. But she loved how the ruching at the waist gave her size-twelve body an hourglass figure. The hem stopped mid-thigh, and she tugged it down a little, trying to hide the fact she had no underwear on.

      “Bow-chicka-wow-wow.” Leave it to Will to say something to make her laugh and forget how nervous she was.

      Kayla whistled. “Damn, girl, I’ll have to borrow that someday. You look hot.”

      Kristen looked at her reflection in the mirror attached to her closet door, turning from side to side to see the dress from all possible angles. She may never be skinny by today's standards, but some of Will's friends had told her, with her generous curves, give her a blond wig, and she would've given Marilyn Monroe some serious competition. “You sure I look okay? It's not too slutty looking?”

      “Slutty? No. High-class call-girl? Yes. And it's the way you want to look. Trust me on this. Now, let's see what we can do with your hair and makeup. Will, can you find her a pair of shoes to wear?” Kayla led her back into the bathroom, and Kristen tried to imagine Devon's reaction when he saw her. Would he like her dress, or would he complain about it like her ex-husband had? She prayed it was the former.
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        * * *

      

      Devon glanced at his watch for the fourth time in under two minutes as he paced back and forth in front of Tuscany, the restaurant they were meeting at. She was ten minutes late. He’d wanted to pick her up at her home but decided not to suggest it, figuring she would be more comfortable this way, given the fact he was still a relative stranger to her—a fact he intended to rectify as soon as possible.

      As much as he wanted to use her lateness as an excuse to spank her delicious backside, he was more worried she'd changed her mind and chickened out. He'd been shocked when he first saw her standing in the middle of the pit. However, the shock had morphed into anger and jealousy at the fact she was in his club with Mitch and not him. The two of them hadn't been doing anything other than talking, but, damn it, he wanted to be the one to introduce her to BDSM . . . especially since he now knew she was researching the lifestyle he loved.

      Behind him, he heard the sound of heels clicking fast down the sidewalk. Turning, he froze as Kristen hurried toward him. She was beautiful. Her brown hair fell around her face in soft curls, and he longed to run his fingers through them. Her styled hair and the subtle makeup which lit up her face made him realize she put in extra effort while preparing for their date, and the thought made his heart race. He watched as she approached him, and he got a peek at her black dress under the lightweight raincoat she wore. Although the temperature was cooler than normal for a late September evening, it wasn't cold or rainy out, and he assumed the coat was for modesty. He hoped it meant her dress was a little out of her comfort zone.

      “Sorry, I'm late.” She tried to catch her breath. “I couldn't find my car keys, and then I couldn't find a parking spot.” Unlike Donovan's, Tuscany didn't have a lot, and customers had to find on-street parking.

      “It's all right, Pet. I'll just take it out on your backside later.”

      Kristen gaped at him. “You want to spank me because I'm ten minutes late?”

      “Yup.” He looked at his watch. “And you're thirteen minutes late, which calls for thirteen smacks. It's a decent amount for your first spanking.”

      Not giving her a chance to respond, he took her arm and escorted her into the restaurant. While they waited for the hostess, he helped her out of her coat and tried to keep from swallowing his tongue. Damn. When he told her to wear the sexiest dress she had, he didn't expect her to have one, which made her look like a seductive siren. Between the dress, her mile-long legs, and those three-inch black stilettos, the woman would give him a heart attack. He would have to fuck her in nothing but those heels at some point, real soon.

      He folded her coat over his arm, using it to hide the swelling in his pants, and leaned over to whisper in her ear. “You look gorgeous, Pet. I wish I could bend you over a table and fuck you right here in front of everyone. But since I can't, tell me, did you obey my orders? Did you leave your underwear at home? Because if you didn't, we're heading straight to the ladies’ room, and I don't care who sees us.”
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        * * *

      

      A pink blush rose to her cheeks, and Kristen almost wished she'd disobeyed him because she could feel a rush of arousal coating her pussy. If he kept talking to her like that, it would be dripping down her legs soon.

      “Yes.” She whispered the word, afraid someone would overhear her and know how turned on she was.

      “Prove it.”

      She gasped as her cheeks heated even more. They were in the front of a crowded restaurant, and he wanted her to prove she wasn't wearing any underwear. How the heck was she supposed to do it without getting arrested for indecent exposure? “H-how?”

      He must have read her mind because he chuckled. “Not the way you're thinking, Pet. Turn around, nice and slow, and let me feel if you have any panty lines.”

      He put his hand on her hip, and she made a complete turn, his hand staying in contact with her body the entire rotation, across both hips, the top of her buttocks, and across her lower abdomen. When she was facing him again, she glanced around and was relieved no one appeared to be paying them any attention.

      “Very good, Pet. You saved yourself from additional punishment, although I'm sure I'll find something else which will add to the count before the night is over.”

      She was grateful to have his teasing interrupted when the hostess chose that moment to approach them, and Devon gave his name, which the reservations were under. It allowed Kristen to get her heated body back under control and inspect her date. He wore dark-gray dress slacks, black loafers, and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves folded up to the middle of his forearms. His shirt wasn't tight, but it was the perfect cut to showcase his physique. He wore no jewelry besides a black dive watch on his left wrist. The look was simple yet classic, and he could have graced this month's cover of GQ magazine and had millions of women drooling over him. And those thoughts gave her pause. The man could be dating a supermodel if he wanted, so what was he doing here with her? She glanced around and noticed, now that he was facing the other patrons, several women were gawking at him in obvious interest.

      She tamped her jealousy down, and when the hostess told them to follow her, Devon motioned for Kristen to walk in front of him. The whole way across the restaurant, she felt he was ogling her ass as they made their way to a table against the far wall. The thought made her smile, and she put a little more sway in her hips. She could have sworn she heard a low growl, and she giggled to herself.

      When they reached their table, she was surprised he pulled out a chair for her to sit on before taking his own seat across from her. The gesture made her feel like a lady. She couldn't remember Tom ever holding out her chair for her. She watched as Devon draped her coat over the back of the empty chair next to him before the hostess handed them their menus and excused herself. Although there were only two place settings at the table, it could seat four people, which Kristen was happy about. She hated tables for two because there was never enough room, and she always seemed to knock over a glass of wine or water. The last thing she wanted tonight was to look like a klutz.

      A smartly-dressed waiter approached their table and filled their water glasses. “Good evening, my name is Kevin, and I'll be your waiter. Can I get you anything from the bar while you look over your menus?”

      Devon looked at Kristen and arched his brow in question. “Would you like a glass of wine or something else?”

      “White wine, please—a Riesling, if they have it.”

      He nodded, then turned back to the young man who stood waiting. “A Riesling for the lady, and I'll have tonic water with lime. Thank you.”

      “You're not having any alcohol?” she asked after the waiter left to get their order.

      “No, I don't drink.”

      “Ever?” It sounded like it was the weirdest thing she ever heard, but she didn't know any men who didn't at least have the occasional beer or two.

      “No.”

      The way he said the one word made it clear to her that it would be best if she changed the subject. She opened her menu and began looking at the choices. Everything sounded so delicious.

      “So, what's good on the menu since this is my first time here? What are you getting?”

      When he didn't answer right away, she glanced up and saw a sexy smile on his face. “Well, since what I want to eat isn't on the menu,” he paused, and her face heated, “I'm having the steak pizzaiola. It's one of the chef's specialties. What do you prefer—beef, chicken, veal, seafood, or pasta?”

      “I pretty much eat anything, but I'm leaning toward either the veal piccata or the mushroom-crusted salmon. Which do you recommend?”

      “I've never had the salmon, but I can assure you, you won't be disappointed with the veal.”

      Kristen giggled. “You sound like a car salesman.”

      Devon laughed at her comparison. The waiter returned with their drinks, and they placed their dinner orders. A few minutes later, they were enjoying Caesar salads and warm, fresh Italian bread.

      “So, Ms. Kristen Anders, tell me about yourself, other than what's in the short biography I read on the back of Jenn's book.”

      She took a sip of her wine. “What would you like to know?”

      Shrugging his shoulder, he picked up a small pepper mill and added some black pepper to his salad. He held the mill up toward her, and she shook her head. “I don't know—tell me about your family, where you grew up, what you did before becoming a romance writer. Things you've told other guys on a first date.”

      “Well, since I've only had a few first dates in my life, and my last first date was over four years ago, I'm not sure I remember what I talked about on them.”

      Devon stopped his salad fork halfway to his mouth and stared at her in surprise. “Okay, explain, please, because I find it hard to believe you aren't beating men off with a stick.”

      Kristen blushed, which she did a lot around him, and stared at her own salad like it was the most interesting thing in the world. He put his fork down, reached across the table, and placed two fingers under her chin, lifting it until she looked at him again. His eyes were a deeper blue tonight in the low restaurant lighting. “Talk to me, Kristen. Believe it or not, I've never said this to a woman before, but you fascinate me, and I want to know everything about you.”

      She doubted it was true, but it did prompt her to start talking. “I was a bookworm through high school and college—kind of nerdy. I was shy around guys, I guess, and didn't date a lot. I had one serious boyfriend my sophomore year of college, but he got tired . . .” She paused, not wanting to finish the sentence.

      “Tired of what, Pet?”

      She didn't know what it was about that one word, but it made her heart pound faster, and she liked the nickname. It felt intimate, though she doubted she was the only woman he used it on. “He got tired of me telling him no.” She’d lowered her voice, so he was the only person who could hear her. She couldn't believe she was telling him this ten minutes into their first date, but she couldn't stop the words. “You see, I was a virgin on my wedding night two years ago. I met Tom my senior year, and although we fooled around, something in me wanted to wait. I know it sounds silly in this day and age, but it was important to me.”

      “It's not silly at all, Kristen. I think it shows what a strong woman you are—one who knows what she wants and what she doesn't. And you're willing to fight for what feels right to you. There's nothing wrong with waiting for the right guy, and I respect you for doing it.” He paused when a look of disbelief appeared on her pretty face. “What?”

      The corners of her mouth twitched as she held back a smirk. “I find it hard to believe you respect my long-term virginity when you own a sex club.”

      He let out a small snort. “Okay, I can see your point, but what I said was true. Guys have no trouble losing their virginity and having sex with any woman who is willing, but women are wired differently. Sex is more emotional for them . . . well, most of them. I hope my niece waits for the right guy, and don't even think of making me believe she is anything but a virgin.”

      “Yeah, well, in my case, the right guy didn't come along. My ex-husband had been cheating on me the whole time we were dating and while we were married. But I didn't find out until it was too late. The skanks he preferred wouldn't look like a good wife for a respected stockbroker, like the goody-two-shoes I was.”

      “What an asshole—excuse my language.”

      Kristen couldn't help snickering at him. “Let’s see, you've told me you want to fuck me on a table and spank my ass, so I think calling my ex an asshole is rather tame.”

      He laughed along with her. “All right, enough about your ex-fudge pecker. Tell me about you.”

      “Little ol' me?”

      Devon pointed his fork at her before digging into his salad again. “Yes, Pet. Little ol' you. Start talking, or I'll add to the count of thirteen.”

      “You wouldn’t.” She gaped.

      “Fourteen.”

      “All right, all right. Has anyone ever said you would make a good interrogator?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “I was born in a log cabin . . .”

      He rolled his eyes. She was pushing her luck. “Sixteen.”

      “No, it's true. I was born in a log cabin. My parents went to my dad's family's cabin in the Poconos a month before my mom's due date. They figured it would be the last chance they had to get away, you know, just the two of them. The next morning, Mom woke up in full-blown labor. She didn't realize she'd been in labor for over twenty-four hours because the contractions weren't that strong until, all of a sudden, she felt the need to push. Before my dad had a chance to get her to the car, I started crowning, and, whoops, there I was. Dad was a cop, but he’d never delivered a baby before. He did fine until the ambulance got there. After he let the EMTs in, though, he passed out, hit his head on a table, and needed ten stitches. He always said that’s why I was an only child.”

      They laughed as the waiter took their salad plates and replaced them with their dinners. Devon asked the young man for another round of drinks before turning his attention back to her. “I think I would’ve done and said the exact same thing. I've seen a lot in my life, things which would scare the hell out of most people, but delivering a kid would send me into a panic—and I never panic.” He paused as a busboy stopped and refilled their water glasses. “So, okay, you're an only child. Are your folks still around?”

      She nodded and picked up her knife and fork. “Yes. They divorced when I was ten. Mom, Elizabeth, was an elementary school teacher and never learned how to live with a cop who was always being called into work on days off and holidays. His rotating shifts didn't help matters. Although he's always been a good father, Mom said Dad wasn't even close to being a part-time husband. Looking back, I'm surprised their marriage lasted as long as it did. As divorces go, it was friendly. No fighting over who gets what or those sorts of things. Dad, his name is Bill, got remarried when I was fifteen to a nice lady named Susan, who works in the courts. He retired from the Philadelphia police department two years later. He's now teaching criminal justice at the community college. Mom and my step-dad, Ed—he's an insurance adjuster—eloped to Vegas three months after my wedding and moved to the Jersey shore a few months later. I have two older step-brothers, but we barely know each other. They live near their mom, about an hour from where we lived.”

      “So, did you always live in Philadelphia? When did you move here?”

      “Actually, we lived a few miles outside Philly in New Hope, and then I lived in Ridgewood, New Jersey after I got married. I only moved here a few weeks ago after my divorce was final.”

      “Why here?”

      Kristen chewed and swallowed a piece of veal before answering him. “My cousin, Will, has lived in Tampa for the past six or seven years, and I loved the area the few times I visited him. I wanted a new start, so here I am. What about you? Have you always lived in Tampa?”

      “No. My brothers and I were born and raised in Charlotte, North Carolina. After the Navy, Ian and I decided to open our security business here. Mitch was raised here, and like you, we visited a lot and liked it. We were still getting our security firm on its feet when Mitch approached us about the club, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

      “It must've been difficult and expensive. I mean, the club is beautiful, and I can't imagine what it took to transform the place while starting another business. And, oh my God, it sounds like I'm trying to find out how much money you have. Don't answer—I don't want to know. I'm just going to remove my foot from my mouth.” She was babbling but couldn't stop. It was a bad habit which occurred when she was embarrassed.

      Devon didn't look upset—instead, he seemed amused. He held out a piece of steak and peppers on his fork. “Here, replace your foot with this.”

      When she reached for the fork, he pulled his hand back. “Uh-uh, Pet. Open your mouth and close your eyes. I want to feed you.”
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        * * *

      

      Kristen's eyes widened before she leaned forward and did as he requested. He eased the fork into her mouth, taking care not to stab her with the tines. When she closed her lips around the fork and moaned as the flavors hit her tongue, he would have sold his soul at that moment to replace it with his throbbing cock. He eased the fork out of her mouth, allowing her to chew and swallow the food. “Mmmm, it's delicious.”

      Clearing his throat, he shifted in his seat. “Glad you like it. I'd offer you more, but I think if I did, I'd come in my pants.”

      Her eyes flew open again, and she had to see the desire in his eyes. Swallowing, she shifted her gaze back to her plate. “Um . . . so . . . um . . . what about you? You said you have a brother, Ian. Any others? Are your folks still in Charlotte?”

      Devon paused for a moment. He always found it difficult to talk about his brothers. It was also one of the reasons he never dated outside the club. With a submissive, they didn't need to know him beyond the surface, beyond what he was willing to give. He rarely mentioned John to people who inquired about his family since it always made the conversation depressive and awkward. “We have a younger brother, Nick. He's in the Navy stationed in San Diego. Ian's the oldest. Mom and Dad are still based out of Charlotte, but they travel a lot. My dad, Chuck, is in real estate and has done well for himself. He has a corporation now with a board that runs it for him when he's out of the country with Mom—Marie. She’s a plastic surgeon, although now she only practices in Charlotte enough to maintain her hospital privileges. She has a small stake in a practice with four other doctors, but her main focus is working in third-world countries for Operation Smile.”

      “Isn't Operation Smile the organization which offers surgeries for kids with cleft lips or palates?”

      He nodded and took a sip of tonic water. “Or other facial deformities, yes. When we were young, my brothers and I traveled all over the world with my folks, and by the time I went into the Navy, I was on my third passport. We spent every summer digging wells, building schools and huts, and everything else we could do to help.”

      “Wow, that's amazing!” She sounded impressed, and even though it hadn’t been his intent, it pleased him. “I've never been out of the United States except for Jamaica on my honeymoon. And the most I ever did when I was younger was volunteer at the animal shelter five minutes from my house.”

      He could imagine a younger Kristen playing with, and caring for, a bunch of animals looking for forever homes. She probably cried after each one got adopted. “Yeah, well, it was fun when we were younger, but by the time we were in junior high, we wanted to stay home and hang out with our friends and girlfriends—typical teenage selfishness. When we hit high school and started working, my grandparents on my mom's side would spend the summer at our house, so my folks could do their thing. Nowadays, though, Ian and I try to take a week or so a few times a year to meet up with my parents in whatever country they're in. We spend the time doing what we can to make some poor village a little less desperate for the people who live there.”
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        * * *

      

      Kristen could tell how much he loved his family by listening to the affection in his voice. Although her parents and step-parents got along well, and she loved them all, she sometimes wished her folks were still together and had given her a brother or a sister.

      “Kristen.”

      She looked up, realizing her mind had wandered as the waiter was clearing their plates while Devon stared at her.

      “I'm sorry, what?”

      “Did you want coffee or dessert?”

      “Oh, no thanks. I'm full.” And I want to leave for The Covenant and jump your bones—but she wouldn't say that out loud. Too bad they weren't allowed to play at the club.

      “We'll take the check, thanks,” Devon told the waiter, who nodded before taking their plates to the kitchen.

      As he reached into his pocket for his wallet, Kristen jumped and grabbed her evening bag. “Let me split this with you.”

      She froze when he let out a low growl. “If you take anything other than lipstick out of your purse, I will pull you across my lap right here and spank you until the cops show up.”

      Stunned by his fierce expression, she left her purse on the seat beside her. “I just thought since this was our first date, and I was the one to ask you out⁠—”

      He held up his hand. “Do not finish the sentence. Under no circumstances will I let you put a penny toward our dinner. You may have asked me out, but it was only because I thought you were seeing Brody. Otherwise, I would have done it. I've never allowed a woman to pay for dinner, and I won’t start now.”

      “Isn't that a little sexist?” She sat back and placed her hands in her lap, a little put off by his reaction.

      He leaned forward, his arms resting on the table. “You may have written a book based on BDSM, but you still don’t completely understand the lifestyle. Let me explain something about Doms to you, Pet. We like to . . . no . . . we demand to be in charge when it comes to certain things. Aside from the sexual aspect, we want to ensure our sub's safety and comfort. To treat them as if they are the most precious thing on this earth. I know a few Doms who will tell you their favorite part of a scene is the aftercare because it's when their subs need them the most. It's when they connect the most.

      “We care for our subs, giving them everything we can and wishing we could give them the moon if they asked for it—whether it's for one night only or a long-term relationship. We don't do it because we're sexist or think they can't care for themselves. We do it because it pleases us in a way you can't imagine. We crave it beyond the basic human instinct and need to have sex. The lifestyle is so much more than kinky sex and giving up or taking control. And all we Doms expect from our subs in return is respect and obedience . . . well, that and their orgasms. Now if you want to argue with me about money, I will be more than happy to continue the count. I believe we're at sixteen.”

      She'd tilted her head as she listened to all he said. This was what she'd been looking for when she'd gone to The Covenant for research. There was only so much she could find on the internet, but what she hadn't been able to comprehend was the passion and need for a Dom to take control. Now she understood that part of BDSM, but she still had to discover why a submissive needed to give up control. “No, it's fifteen. You said sixteen when you thought I was lying about the log cabin.”

      “Well, now it's back to sixteen for arguing with me about the count and the check.”

      “That's not fair,” she huffed, crossing her arms across her chest like a petulant child.

      Devon chuckled, and when the waiter returned with a small leather folder, he handed over his credit card. “Whoever said life is fair, Pet, wasn't a Dom.”
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