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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

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

          

        

      

    

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team)

        and Their Significant Others

      

      

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

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

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

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

      	
        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; boyfriend/submissive to Jake.
      

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

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

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

      

      

      
        
        Extended Family, Friends, and

        Associates of the Sexy Six-Pack

      

      

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

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

      	
        Shelby Christiansen: human resource clerk; two-time cancer survivor; fiancée/submissive to Parker.
      

      	
        Parker Christiansen: owner of New Horizons Construction; Dom/fiancé to Shelby.
      

      	
        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; boyfriend/Dom of Colleen.
      

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

      	
        Alyssa Wagner: teenager saved by Jake from an abusive father; lives with Rick and Eileen Michaelson.
      

      	
        Dr. Trudy Dunbar: Psychologist.
      

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

      

      

      
        
        The Omega Team and

        Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        
          	
        Cain “Shades” Foster: retired Secret Service agent.
      

      	
        Tristan “Duracell” McCabe: retired Army Special Forces
      

      	
        Darius “Batman” Knight: retired Navy SEAL.
      

      	
        Valentino “Romeo” Mancini: retired Army Special Forces; former FBI Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) member.
      

      	
        Lindsey “Costello” Abbott: retired Marine; sniper.
      

      

      

      
        
        Trident Support Staff

      

      

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

      	
        Tempest “Babs” Van Buren: retired Air Force helicopter pilot; TS mechanic.
      

      

      

      
        
        Members of Law Enforcement

      

      

      
        
          	
        Larry Keon: Assistant Director of the FBI.
      

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

      	
        Calvin Watts: Leader of the FBI HRT in Tampa.
      

      

      

      
        
        The K9s of Trident

      

      

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

      	
        Spanky: A rescued Bullmastiff with a heart of gold, owned by Parker and Shelby.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I Never Knew

      

      

      
        
        Before you I felt so all alone,

        Imprisoned by myself.

        Secluded from the drag of time,

        Un-needed and un-helped.

      

        

      
        I'd sit and stare, I'd look at sights,

        But nothing would I see.

        A printed page not understood,

        A beach without a sea.

      

        

      
        But when I think of you,

        It's like a gentle rain on land.

        My thoughts become a symphony,

        Played by a maestro's hand.

      

        

      
        I see your figure clear and bold,

        On canvas in my mind.

        I dream your arms around me tight,

        Embracing for all time.

      

        

      
        When I'm with you time stands still,

        Or ceases to exist.

        You and I are all alone,

        Enveloped in a mist.

      

        

      
        And I can linger in your arms,

        To store up memories.

        For times when you're not with me, Babe,

        When you're not here with me.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Well past midnight, the headlights of the target’s truck appeared and lit up the street as he drove toward his home in a residential neighborhood of Tampa. After he passed the blue Honda Civic parked a block and a half away from his destination, the area was plunged into darkness once again. But the vehicle wasn’t occupied. Its driver had crept through several backyards to the trees on the west side of the man’s property. The spot had been used several times before.

      Observant eyes zeroed in on the private security operative as he climbed out of his truck, dressed in black leather pants, biker boots, and a button-down white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. With a zoom lens, several photos were taken as the man strode to his mailbox and then to his front door, unaware of the other person’s presence. Or was he?

      The dark-haired former Navy SEAL paused with the key in the door lock and scanned the area surrounding his property. Sinking deeper behind the shrub coverage, the observer prayed discovery wasn’t imminent. It wasn’t time . . . soon, but not yet.

      A deep breath was exhaled when the man finally entered the house and shut the door behind him. Several lights came on as he made his way through the rooms. He lived alone . . . had since his beloved sister passed away months before. It was a shame, but she was one less person who stood in the observer’s way.

      When the last light went out, the observer counted to one thousand, then slowly crept out of hiding, sticking to the shadows. Closed-circuit cameras pointed at both the front and back doors, which were expected from a man with a military and security background. But it wasn’t an issue since none were pointed at the truck.

      The last time the observer had left something on the vehicle—a discreet tracking device placed on the undercarriage closest to the front passenger door. Tonight’s objects, though, would be left in plain sight where the homeowner was sure to see them when he left for work in the morning.

      After tucking the two objects under the windshield wiper on the driver’s side so they wouldn’t blow away, the observer hurried back into the shadows and returned to the waiting Honda. All that was left to do tonight was print out the photos . . . and then wait until the time was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Across the backyard, Marco “Polo” DeAngelis watched his buddy roughhouse with four fatherless children in the newly fallen January snow. Curt Bannerman and he had flown into Fort Dodge Regional Airport the night before, then driven an hour to Stormville, Iowa, to the home of Dana Prichard—widow of their former teammate, Eric Prichard. The retired Navy SEAL had been murdered in a hit-and-run incident a little over a year ago, and the man who’d killed him had been a hired assassin, targeting specific former members of SEAL Team Four.

      The SEAL community was tight-knit, and when one of them was killed or incapacitated, the others would step up and help out all they could. Shortly after Prichard’s funeral, a rotating, bi-weekly schedule had been set up. Once every four months, Marco’s name came up, and he traveled from his home in Tampa, Florida, to meet another team member in Iowa for the weekend. They would stay at a local motel and help Dana with anything that needed to be done around the house and yard. Landscaping, a new roof, and a bathroom renovation had been on the to-do list over the past sixteen months, among other things.

      That morning, the two men had painted six-year-old Amanda’s bedroom pink and purple since she’d declared she was too grown up for the old Winnie-the-Pooh décor.

      If nothing pressing needed to be done at the residence, they sometimes gave Dana a weekend to herself without the kids or took the entire family on an excursion. They’d gone camping over one of the weekends Marco had been there and a trip to the Six Flags Park in Iowa City another time.

      Personally, he preferred to work when his weekends came up—kids made him a little antsy. It wasn’t that he disliked them—his own childhood hadn’t been the greatest, and he didn’t know how to relate to them as Bannerman did. Marco also had no desire to have his own children—a decision he’d made long ago.

      While Marco finished stacking the firewood they’d split earlier, Bannerman and Amanda, the only girl, threw snowballs at her brothers—nine-year-old Justin, ten-year-old Taylor, and twelve-year-old Ryan. It wasn’t long before Dana stuck her head out the back door. “Dinner’s ready! Come and get it!”

      Thank God, because he was so cold, his cock and balls were trying to crawl up into his pelvis. The temperatures had barely reached thirty degrees all day, and for a five-year resident of Florida, that felt like ten below. He had no idea how Curt was putting up with it since the man lived a few hours away from him in Daytona Beach. Before the next trip, he would invest in thermal underwear because his heavy jacket, gloves, and hat weren’t warm enough.

      As the kids rushed inside, Curt ambled over, brushing the snow from his blond hair. “Hand me the axes. I’ll put them in the shed. You’re looking a little hypothermic there, Polo.”

      “Ya think?” he snorted, his rarely-heard Staten Island accent coming through. “It’s colder than a witch’s tit out here. I knew there was a reason I moved to the Sunshine State.”

      Curt bent over, pulled one of the axes out of the old tree stump they’d used, and took the one Marco handed him. “I could get used to it again. You forget—I’m from Montana. This is nothing—a tropical heat wave.”

      “Yeah, well . . . why don’t you stop ogling the merry widow, tell her how you feel, and then you can live in the Tropics of Iowa all year round.”

      Even though his cheeks were red from the cold, the six-foot-four, two-hundred-twenty-pound man blushed. “What are you fucking talking about? I’m not interested in Dana.”

      Crossing his arms, Marco rolled his eyes. “Please. Don’t give me that. You get a goofy fucking grin on your face every time she walks into the room. Probably a fucking hard-on too, but I have no desire to confirm that by taking a look at your junk. Every time someone can’t make it up here for their weekend, you’ve been filling in. And don’t tell me it’s because Eric was your best friend.”

      “He is . . . was . . . damn it.” Scowling, Curt turned and strode toward the shed, but Marco followed on his heels. He knew the survivor guilt the guy was dealing with because he had his own ghost of Prichard. The deceased SEAL had taken Marco’s place on a fact-finding mission many years ago, resulting in him being added to the assassin’s hit list.

      “I know he was. But you know better than I do that he’d want you to have a good life without him. The same goes for Dana. I’ve seen the way she looks at you sometimes. And the kids and you get along great—so, what’s the problem? It’s been almost a year and a half since he was killed. Get off your fucking ass before someone steps in and snatches her up.”

      Curt whirled around so fast Marco almost got hit in his cold cock with an ax. “Who’s going to snatch her up? Someone else been eyeing her?”

      He smirked. “Thought you weren’t interested.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Polo. Who the fuck else is interested in her?”

      Marco shrugged, finding amusement in the other man’s fast change in attitude. “I don’t know for sure, but Egghead mentioned the Sheriff seemed to be sniffing around a lot when he was up here two weeks ago.” Brody “Egghead” Evans was his best friend and teammate at Trident Security and was the biggest computer geek in the world—or close to it.

      “Fuck that shit.”

      The big man’s gaze went to the rear entrance of the house, and Marco slapped him on the shoulder before taking the axes from him. “So, you gonna man up and tell her how you feel?”

      Curt nodded, his eyes never leaving the backdoor. “Damn fucking straight.”

      “About fucking time.” He watched his friend make a beeline for the house. Even though a wife and kids weren’t in Marco’s future, he had no problem with his buddies having them. But settling down was something he was never going to do. He’d rather cut off his left nut than walk down the aisle and have a bunch of rug rats. No way . . . no fucking how.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taking a sip of his beer, Marco relaxed in a sitting area near the bar of the BDSM club, The Covenant, which was located on the same property as Trident Security. One couldn’t ask for more than having his work and play areas within forty yards of each other, especially when he enjoyed both.

      He listened to his bosses, Ian and Devon Sawyer, discuss the meeting the former had taken part in on Friday at the Pentagon in Washington D.C., about their new government contract. Their other teammate, Jake Donovan, had met Boss-man there and then flown back to San Diego to his temporary home. Jake was currently in charge of establishing Trident Security’s west coast facility there and was living with his boyfriend/submissive, Nick Sawyer, who happened to be the bosses’ younger brother. Nick had just under two years left in his Navy SEAL career, stationed in California, so the set-up had worked perfectly for everyone.

      At the feet of the Dominant Sawyers, their submissive women sat on pillows, chatting quietly in their club lingerie. Kristen was Devon’s wife, and Angie Beckett and Ian were planning their late spring wedding. Between the older two Sawyer brothers, Jake, and their other teammate, Ben “Boomer” Michaelson, the men of Trident were dropping like flies as they'd all met the loves of their lives over the past sixteen months. The only single men left on Trident’s Alpha team were Brody and Marco, and the others were betting on who was going down next. Marco felt sorry for anyone who’d bet on him because it was a losing wager.

      He’d gotten home a few hours ago from Iowa, and instead of just crashing on the couch in front of his big screen TV like he wanted to, he’d ended up here for Devon’s birthday. It wasn’t exactly a party with presents and decorations—just another excuse for them all to get together for a few drinks and maybe some play down in the pit.

      While the main second floor of the club housed the bar, offices, and a fetish store, the pit, as the members dubbed it, was the vast recreational room downstairs. It was filled with a wide assortment of BDSM equipment in both public areas and private rooms.

      Even though it was still early in the evening—a little after eight-thirty—the club was bustling with activity. On Sunday nights, the place usually emptied out by eleven so people could get some sleep before starting their work week the next day. From their pillows, Kristen and Angie began giggling uncontrollably at something near the bar, and the three men turned their attention in the same direction.

      “Ho-ly shit!” Devon shook his head in stunned amusement, while Marco almost fell out of his chair as laughter spilled forth and tears filled his gunmetal blue eyes. Speaking of a losing wager . . . 

      Ian’s head dropped back as he groaned loudly. “Oh, crap. Is he fucking kidding me?” He glanced at Marco. “Let me guess, the Giants beat the Cowboys in today’s football game.”

      “Yup.” That was the only word he could get out as he held his six-pack abs and gasped for air.

      They all stared as Brody strode toward them, good-naturedly chuckling at members’ comments along the way. Dressed in his usual snug, faded jeans, T-shirt, and cowboy boots, the only thing that was out of place was the fact he had his button fly undone. And instead of his junk hanging out, it was covered by an elephant trunk and ears—the thong the loser had to wear in the bet he and Marco had made.

      Every few steps, the well-built geek would stop and wiggle his hips at some of the female submissives, causing the impressively filled trunk to flap around. By the time he reached his teammates, the entire bar area had erupted into fits of hysterical laughter.

      Stopping a few feet from Marco, his best friend pointed a finger at him, unable to hide his grin. The man had no shame. “Just fucking wait, asshole. I can’t wait until the next time you lose a bet.”

      Although he wasn’t too worried, Marco knew the guy was already planning his revenge, and he might not put it off until the next wager. “Um, if I remember correctly, you were the one who swore the Cowboys would win, and the junk trunk was your idea.” He wiped away a tear threatening to escape and turned his head toward Kristen and Angie. “I don’t know, ladies. I think I would’ve filled it out better than Egghead. What do you think?”

      Before either of the women could respond, one of the submissive waitresses, Cassandra, hurried over, wearing an expression of alarm. She did a double take at Brody’s crotch but then directed her words to Marco. “Sir, Master Ben is in the lobby on a phone call, and he told me to come get you. He said it’s an emergency.”

      The mirth died quickly as he leaped to his feet, followed by Ian and Devon. Brody tucked the elephant in his pants and was a step behind Marco’s heels as he ran toward the lobby. Cell phones weren’t allowed out on the club floor, and all calls and texts had to be taken outside—a rule that was strictly enforced. His initial thought was something had happened to Boomer’s girlfriend, Kat Maier, but she was standing by her Dom’s side, with worry on her pretty face, as the group hurried up to them.

      “Hang on a sec.” Boomer pulled the cell phone away from his face and held it out for Marco. “You remember Jake’s ex on Clearwater P.D.? Drew Murdock? He’s at a crime scene, and your business card was there. When he couldn’t reach you, he called Trident’s main number, and I’m on-call, so it got bounced to me.”

      While he’d never met the cop Jake had dated for a few weeks over a year ago, he knew the name. Marco took the phone and brought it to his ear. “DeAngelis.”

      The officer had obviously heard Boomer tell him who was on the phone. “Hey. Sorry to call like this, but I’m at a house over here in Clearwater with a home invasion, and I’ve got an unconscious assault victim. We haven’t found her cell phone or a list of emergency contacts yet. She just moved into the neighborhood, and the house is trashed, but I found your business card on her refrigerator. Does the name Millicent Williams ring a bell?”

      Marco shook his head at the unfamiliar name while his teammates and their women waited for details. “Millicent? I have no idea who that is.” But something niggled his brain.

      Over the phone, he could hear the squawks of police radios and the voices of other officers working the scene. “Hang on a sec. There’s a diploma on the wall here in the home office. Her full name is Millicent Harper Williams—she’s an attorney.”

      The blood drained from Marco’s face, and his gut clenched as he finally made the connection to his deceased sister’s best friend—the woman who invaded his dreams since their one night together thirteen months ago. “Harper? Harper Williams was assaulted?”

      Around him, the men and Kristen’s eyes flashed wide as they also recognized the name, but Marco held up his hand to stop anyone from asking questions he didn’t have any answers to yet. “Fuck. Is she all right?”

      “She got knocked on the head pretty bad. The paramedics are on their way with her to Largo Medical Center. She’s still unconscious. And DeAngelis . . . the main reason I’m calling is . . . her baby is missing.”

      A roar equivalent to a jet engine surged through his head, and a wave of shock and confusion struck him hard. “Baby? What fucking baby?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirteen Months Earlier

      

      

      “Are you okay?”

      God, he was getting sick of that fucking question. No, he wasn’t fucking okay—he’d just buried his sister two hours ago—the only blood relative who’d ever been important to him. And now she was gone.

      Marco regarded the well-meaning mourner, whose name he couldn’t remember. The guy was one of the teachers Nina had worked with, and while the entire PTA had supported her through the fourteen-month battle against inoperable brain cancer, Marco couldn’t remember who was who. “Yeah. I’m fine. Thanks for coming.”

      After shaking the guy’s outstretched hand, he stepped away before more redundant platitudes could be spoken. The day couldn’t go any slower if it tried. He knew wakes, funerals, and the after gatherings were for the living to remember the dead and to be there for the deceased’s family, but he was Nina’s only survivor—if he didn’t count Harper, that is. His sister’s best friend had been by her side, and his, throughout the entire ordeal—the woman had been a godsend.

      His gaze scanned the dining area of Donovan’s Pub, where the mourners had come to eat and drink a toast to his sister’s memory. Jake’s brother, Mike, had offered the place for the repast gathering, and between the two men, they’d told Marco the expenses were covered. While he had the finances to pay for it, he appreciated the offer since it was one less thing he had to deal with. He also knew better than to argue with one of his teammates. Jake and the four other team members may not be his blood brothers, but they were brothers of his heart, and he would do anything for them—the same as they would for him. Besides, any debts they racked up amongst each other were usually paid in full and then some at a later time. They’d all pretty much lost count over the years over who owed what.

      Sidling up to the bar, he stepped into an empty space between Brody and Devon. The former clapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Another half hour and everyone will be done eating. We’ll start subtly moving people out the door. Then you can either get out of here or sit and get ass-faced drunk. Your decision, and we’ve got your six.”

      Damn, he loved these guys. That was the thing about his team—they could read each other like an open book and didn’t ask what needed to be done . . . they just did it. He accepted the bottle of Dos Equis the bartender handed him and took a swig of the cold brew. “Thanks. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you guys these last few months.”

      The two men waved off his gratitude—his thanks didn’t need to be verbalized. They knew it existed, and that was enough for them. He turned when Jenn Mullins touched his arm.

      “Uncle Marco, did you get enough to eat? I packed some leftovers for you to take home if you get hungry later and don’t want to cook. I put in enough for Harper, too—I don’t think she really ate anything.”

      He pulled the pretty, blonde twenty-year-old into his arms and hugged her. “Thanks, Baby-girl. You think of everything, don’t you? I’m good for now, but I’m sure I’ll be grateful for whatever you packed up when my stomach starts growling later.”

      Jenn wasn’t blood-related to any of the original Trident six-man team, but she called all of them “uncle,” and they considered her to be their niece. After her parents had been murdered eight months ago, she’d come to live with her godfather, Ian, who’d been her father’s best friend since basic training. The surrogate uncles had all been on the same SEAL Team Four as Jeff Mullins and had watched his daughter grow from a tiny infant into a beautiful young woman. Now, they ensured she was surrounded by people who loved her and would do their best to protect and care for her. She was slowly overcoming her grief, with her bubbly personality resurfacing again. When she wasn’t in class at the University of Tampa, she waitressed part-time at the pub, but Mike Donovan had given her the day off to attend the funeral.

      Jenn stepped away, and another well-wisher took her place, shaking his hand and telling him how much Nina would be missed—yeah, he knew that more than anyone. His sister had been the one constant, shining star in his life.

      She’d been born to their flighty mother thirty-two years ago when Marco was two. At least Teresa DeAngelis knew who her daughter’s father was, even though he’d been a deadbeat dad who’d left New York for parts unknown before the little girl was born. From what Marco knew, his own sperm donor hadn’t even taken his pants off and ended up giving the nineteen-year-old one-night stand a false name and number—along with a baby on the way.

      Since he was born, life had been a struggle for Marco, but he did everything he could to ensure his little sister was happy and felt loved, even though he was the only one providing it. As a young mother, Teresa was more interested in going out and having fun with her friends on Staten Island, NY, than taking care of two small children, who were more trouble and work than she’d expected. By the time Marco was four, she was heavily into drugs, and two days shy of his eighth birthday, she was dead of an accidental overdose. Marco had discovered her cold body on the kitchen floor of their run-down one-bedroom apartment when he woke up early that morning.

      Somehow, Nina had slept through the chaos after the police and paramedics arrived, so she’d been spared the memory of their mother’s lifeless body lying on the cracked linoleum floor, with a needle sticking out of her arm.

      From then on, they’d lived with their grandmother, but life with her wasn’t much better. Instead of drugs, Rose DeAngelis’ vices included alcohol, cigarettes, lottery tickets, and hoarding. Marco had tried to keep the place from getting overwhelmed with junk, throwing things out when the woman wasn’t home, but sometimes it was a losing battle. When he and Nina had returned to New York several years ago, following the woman’s death, they’d ended up renting a massive dumpster just to get rid of everything. There had been very few valuables among the piles of useless keepsakes.

      Someone else touched his shoulder, and Marco pivoted to accept more condolences. He groaned inwardly when he saw who it was, and over Paula Leighton’s short head, he noticed Brody roll his eyes at the woman.

      Paula had been the secretary at Trident Security for a few months before she’d been caught in the business’ restricted access area called the war-room. It was actually Brody’s office, filled with computers that the geek used to gather intel, including classified information. Aside from the data Trident received legally from the U.S. government about their mutual contracts, Brody was a world-class hacker, and Paula had made the mistake of snooping in his domain. Her curiosity had gotten her fired with a paltry severance check. Thankfully, she couldn’t access anything she wasn’t supposed to see.

      “Marco, I’m so sorry for your loss. If there is anything I can do . . .”

      “Thanks, Paula, but I think everything has been covered.” He tried to step away, but her grip on his arm tightened.

      “Have you been eating right? I could cook a few meals for you.”

      Jeez. He knew the woman had a crush on him when she’d been at Trident—well, she’d actually had a crush on several of them—but he thought she would’ve been over it by now. She wasn't his type, even if he’d been attracted to her. She was a woman who wanted to settle down and have kids—neither of which he was inclined to do.

      “Ah, no, thanks. The freezer is full of meals from Nina’s PTA.” He spotted Harper across the room, waving for him to join her with Nina’s school principal. Thank God. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to say goodbye to a few people.”

      “Sure.”

      He hadn’t missed the disappointment in her voice, but right now, he couldn’t give a fuck. He was beyond exhausted, both physically and emotionally, and just wanted this day to be over.

      A half-hour later, his teammates followed through with their promise and began thanking everyone for coming, subtly indicating for them to get the fuck out. Soon, all that was left were the people he was closest to, and he took a seat at the bar. Devon’s girlfriend/submissive, Kristen, sat next to him.

      “I’m not going to ask if you’re okay because you’re probably sick of that question, but is there anything you need us to do back at the house?”

      He sighed heavily. “Yesterday, hospice came to pick up the hospital bed and the rest of their stuff, so that’s done. Nina gave me a list of personal things that should go to certain people, but Harper said she’d take care of it. And most of her clothes and stuff have already gone to a local women’s shelter, at her request, so there’s really not much left of her at the house.”

      He choked up on those last few words, and Kristen silently put her arm around his shoulders and gave him a sideways hug in support. It was almost as if Nina had never existed, but she had. The sharp pain in his heart was a clear reminder of that. But he would never hear anyone call him “Marky Mark” again—just like the singer-turned-actor. She’d called him that ever since they were little, and while it had been embarrassing at times, he’d loved her too much to complain.

      The faint scent of a familiar perfume tickled his nose, and he knew Harper was near. He didn’t know the name of the fragrant stuff, but she was the only woman he’d ever noticed wearing it. And it drove him crazy that his dick liked it too. But Harper wasn’t a woman he wanted to get involved with, either. She was beautiful —fucking gorgeous if he were being honest. She was also sweet, funny, reliable, and everything else a man looked for in a life mate. Well, every man but him.

      Marco needed someone who was just like him . . . someone who wanted a little fun with an end date. That was one of the reasons why he loved the BDSM lifestyle and its contracts. Just negotiate the terms of the relationship and agree on how temporary it would be—nothing to worry about. Harper wasn’t into the lifestyle, though. But damn, her natural submissiveness had him wishing she was.

      Rotating the swivel bar stool, he came face to face with her. Dressed in a simple black sheath accentuating her hourglass figure and endless legs, she tucked a strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear. The piece hadn’t been long enough to stay tucked into the subdued bun she’d put her hair up in this morning. She stood five inches shorter than his six-foot-two when she wasn’t wearing heels. Today, her stilettos gave her three more inches and brought them to almost eye level with each other. Her hazel eyes were filled with sadness and exhaustion as her gaze roamed his face before she pointed to his new beer bottle. “Got one of those for me?”

      “Absolutely.” He stood and offered her his stool, then flagged down the bartender. “Another Dos Equis, Vince, when you can, please. Thanks.”

      Taking his vacated seat, with her back to the bar, Harper crossed her legs, and Marco held back a groan that almost escaped him. God, she had some of the nicest legs he’d ever seen on a woman.

      Tearing his eyes away before he had a natural reaction in his crotch, he glanced up at one of the bar’s TVs that’d been turned on as the funeral reception winded down. Damn, he needed to get laid . . . and soon. It was the only reason he could come up with why he was attracted to a woman who had shown no interest in him, other than he was her best friend’s brother.

      Harper and Nina had been roommates in college at the University of Virginia. His sister’s major had been Elementary Education, while Harper’s had been pre-law before she’d stayed there after graduation and continued her studies for her law degree. In the meantime, Nina had fallen in love with Harper’s hometown of Clearwater, Florida, from their spring, summer, and winter break visits. After graduation, she received her state teaching license and moved there to get a job. A few years later, Harper also returned to Clearwater and joined a local law firm.

      Marco was so happy when Nina found a friend who would become the sister she had never had. It had made his tours of duty overseas much easier on him, knowing she had someone she could count on—especially if something had happened to him.

      “Marco?”

      Huh? He must have zoned out and missed whatever Harper had said. Mentally shaking his head, he focused his attention on her. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      She gave him a small smile. “I said, you look as tired as I feel. Do you mind leaving?”

      Her car was at his house. Since the funeral home had given them use of their limo to the service and then the cemetery, they’d decided last night to drive there together this morning, leaving her car behind. Boomer then drove Marco’s truck to Donovan’s from the funeral home.

      After swallowing the last of his beer, he placed the empty bottle on the bar. “Not at all. It’s been a long day . . . and you’re right, I am tired. Let me grab the food Jenn packed for us, and we’ll head home.”
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      Sitting in the passenger seat of Brody’s Ford F-150 as the geek raced them toward Clearwater, Marco tried to wrap his brain around what Murdock had told him. From the pictures in the house, the police estimated the baby girl was between four and six months old. The timeline given meant the child could be his, but they had used protection during their one night together, hadn’t they?

      Shit! The memories flooded his mind. The first time had been fast, furious, and up against the wall. But as soon as he’d realized he hadn’t used a condom, he’d pulled out, and Harper had reassured him she’d been on the pill for years. The kid couldn’t be his. So, why was his gut filled with dread?

      “Is it yours?”

      It didn’t surprise him that his best friend would be the first to ask the question out loud. Marco ran his hand down his face in frustration. “Honestly, Brody, I have no fucking idea. It was only one night . . . the night of Nina’s funeral. The stress and . . . and grief just kinda hit us both, and it happened. Is it possible? Technically, yeah, it’s possible. But Murdock isn’t sure, yet, how old the kid is. Maybe it was someone she met after me. Maybe it was something she planned, like artificial insemination or something. Maybe she adopted the kid.” He was reaching for straws, and they both knew it. “I don’t know, man. I mean, wouldn’t she have fucking told me if it was mine?”

      “All right. First things first. We find the kid and make sure Harper is okay. Then we can figure out if we need to send out engraved announcements and start a college fund.”

      Marco groaned and threw his head back so it bounced off the cushioned headrest behind him. “Fuck! What the fuck am I going to do if it’s mine? You know me. I never wanted to get married, and I sure as hell didn’t want any kids.”

      Turning onto the street Murdock had given them, Brody pulled up behind one of the many patrol cars and crime scene vehicles, then shoved the gearshift into park. “One step at a time, brother. Let’s go find out what’s going on.”

      The two men exited the truck as Ian parked behind them and climbed out with Devon and Boomer. None of them had changed, so aside from Brody, the rest were dressed in their club leathers, drawing some stares from police officers and bystanders alike. But Marco didn’t give a shit and walked straight up to one of the cops guarding the yellow-taped perimeter. “Officer Murdock called me. Can you tell him I’m here? Marco DeAngelis.”

      The young cop’s wary eyes brightened in recognition. “Uh, yeah. Actually, it’s Detective Murdock now. He got promoted a few months ago.” The man lifted the yellow tape to allow them entry. “He told me to let you in and anyone you came with, but the officer at the front door will call him outside for you. They’re still processing the scene.”

      Striding up the long driveway, Marco took in his surroundings. The house was a split-level ranch in a nice neighborhood. The landscaping had been well taken care of, and from what he could see, it didn’t appear the property needed much work. The same went for the house. The siding looked new, and the roof a few years older. A fence blocked his view of the backyard, but he was sure it was just as nice. Harper had found a pleasant home for her and her child—too bad it hadn’t been safe from whoever had broken in.

      Stopping at the front porch, Marco waited impatiently for the detective to come out to meet them after being summoned by the officer guarding the door. The rest of his team remained silent by his side, minus Brody, who had stayed back at his truck and was covertly filming the crowd of bystanders drawn to the large police presence. The team knew there was no way this many people lived on the quiet street, and it was possible whoever was behind this was watching the activity. Once the geek finished recording, he would join them at the impromptu briefing.

      A few long minutes later, a man in his early thirties strode from the house, looking like he was at the end of a twenty-four-hour shift. His sports jacket was disheveled, and his dirty blond hair was sticking up in several directions as if he’d dragged his hand through it a few times. “I’m Drew Murdock. Which one of you is DeAngelis?”

      Marco held out his hand, and the detective shook it. “This is Ian and Devon Sawyer. And Boomer Michaelson. Any sign of the kid?”

      “Not yet,” Murdock informed them while frowning. “According to the neighbors, it’s a girl named Mara. Five months old. Ms. Williams just moved into the house last week, so the neighbors have very little information on her.”
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