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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 twenty 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.
      

      	
        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; 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.
      

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

      	
        Angelina “Angie/Angel” Sawyer: graphic artist.
      

      

      

      
        
        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 Whitman: human resources clerk; 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: office manager of TS; 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.
      

      

      

      
        
        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.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Beau,” Ian Sawyer called to his lab-pit bull mix as he walked up the driveway to Brody Evans’ new house. The large, black dog finished a quick call to nature on Brody’s curbside mailbox before running to his owner’s side. Ian often wondered if the mutt had some Great Dane in its pedigree because he was tall enough that Ian, at six-foot-three, could almost pat the dog’s head without bending over. It hadn’t always been the case. When Ian found the six-week-old pup shivering and crying beside its dying mother outside his front door, Beau couldn’t have weighed more than seven or eight pounds.

      Ian recalled the night he’d heard the intruder alert go off on his phone a little over a year and a half ago. He’d been in his apartment watching the eleven o’clock news. The residence was located within his business compound, surrounded by a security fence to keep out unexpected visitors. At least it did until the furry duo broke in.

      When the alert went off, he switched the TV channel to bring up the compound’s multiple CCTV camera angles. Expecting to see a guard, his brother, or one of his team members walking around, he’d been surprised to see an animal limping toward his front door. Zooming in, he saw it was a badly injured dog carrying a small puppy in her mouth.

      By the time he’d gotten outside, the mother had expended the last of her energy and collapsed a few feet away. The pup was dirty, a little malnourished, and covered in fleas but in good health. The mother, though, had been torn to shreds by another dog or some other animal. When Ian cautiously approached the pair, she’d nudged her baby closer to the human she was entrusting him to and then passed away without a sound.

      After rushing the puppy to a nearby veterinary clinic open at all hours, Ian returned, followed the path the mother dog had taken, and found she’d dug under the fence line to get to his door. He’d followed drag marks leading into the woods on the other side of the fence. A little way into the brush, he’d discovered two additional puppies, which had both died several hours earlier. Ian retrieved a shovel and the mother dog’s body, then buried the three of them under a tree at one o’clock in the morning before heading back to the compound to fill in the hole under the fence.

      The pup had been bathed, neutered, chipped, and received his shots, then Ian took him home. The six men who made up the primary core team of Trident Security were all retired Navy SEALs, and for the first few weeks, the poor dog had gone by the name “FNG” for “‘fucking new guy.” But that changed as soon as Ian’s goddaughter met the little guy for the first time and gave him a new name. Jenn had been reading Beau Geste in school and dubbed the pit bull mix with the same moniker.

      When Beau was three months old, Ian had an old Navy friend begin training him like military working dogs at a nearby facility. The pup had taken to the training as if he’d been bred for it. And although he now was a full-fledged protection and tracking dog, when he wasn’t on duty, the big guy was an even bigger goofball who just wanted to get belly rubs or play fetch until he dropped. The dog was a well-loved addition to Trident Security and had full access to the business facilities and the residential apartments within the compound.

      Ian and his brother, Devon, lived at the company compound they owned. As for the other four men on the Trident Security team, they all resided within a ten-minute drive of the facilities. Brody was one of their teammates and had purchased his place about two months earlier. Tonight, Ian brought the dog to a last-minute barbecue since the house had a fenced-in backyard. Beau would have plenty of green grass to roll around in, something he didn’t have at the paved compound.

      The door was unlocked, so Ian let himself in, with Beau making a beeline to the kitchen to greet the rest of his favorite humans. Brody was the first person to reach down and pet him. The tall, broad man, also known as “Egghead,” was the team’s computer geek and master hacker. He’d designed and/or programmed the team's security and tracking systems, computers, and gadgets. He was also the team flirt and joker and rarely without his signature smile and quick wit.

      The rest of the crew in attendance were Jake “Reverend” Donovan, team sniper, Marco “Polo” DeAngelis, communication specialist, and Ben “Boomer” Michaelson, demolition and explosives expert. Last but not least, Ian’s younger brother, Devon “Devil Dog” Sawyer, was their breacher and lead climber. Ian was their team leader and interrogator, the same position he’d held in SEAL Team Four. While each man had their specialties, they could take over each other’s positions if needed. They worked so well together that they could almost read each other’s minds.

      When Ian entered the kitchen, everyone paused long enough to greet him before resuming their conversations. He leaned down and gave Kristen a quick peck on the cheek as she smiled at him.

      Kristen Anders was the only non-team member in Brody’s house at the moment. She was Ian’s future sister-in-law, an author of erotic romance novels, and the love of Devon’s life. The guy had popped the question three months ago between Thanksgiving and Christmas, and after crying for several minutes, she’d said yes. They’d been in Nepal at the time, visiting Ian and Devon’s parents while their mother was performing surgery at a clinic there for Operation Smile. The two had spent about ten days helping Chuck Sawyer, the brothers’ father, and many other volunteers build a school in a nearby village.

      The proposal hadn’t surprised anyone but their parents since Devon had collared his submissive eight weeks earlier in a ceremony at The Covenant. It was the BDSM club that the brothers also owned along with their cousin and club manager, Mitch Sawyer.

      While Brody prepared boneless chicken breasts for the grill, Kristen patted ground beef into hamburger patties. When Beau plopped down on the floor next to her, she slid off a flip-flop and raised her foot to scratch his underbelly, much to the dog’s delight. She glanced back at Ian. “Where’s Jenn? Didn’t she come with you?”

      Ian leaned against the counter beside her, crossed his arms over his sculpted chest, and grumbled, “Nope. She went shopping with some friends from college this afternoon. Apparently, she has a date tonight.”

      Her eyes lit up with the opposite reaction he’d had after learning his goddaughter was going on a date. With a guy. Who probably wasn’t any good for her. Who probably only wanted to get into the pretty girl’s pants. He’d kill the bastard if he knew who he was.

      Before Kristen could respond, Brody’s eyes narrowed from where he stood a few feet away in front of the opened refrigerator door. “Jenn’s going on a date?” His loud voice was filled with shocked annoyance. “With whom?”

      The hush which fell over the room was interrupted by a short squeal of delight as five pairs of curious, angry eyes and one pair of elated ones stared at Ian. He let out a loud sigh. “I have no idea. She refused to tell me because she knew I’d have you investigate him.”

      The big, protective men all scowled, but Brody responded, “If she doesn’t give you his name, tell Baby-girl she can’t go. It’s as simple as that.”

      A loud groan sounded, and everyone turned toward Kristen, who was rolling her eyes as if she were in the presence of six idiots. “Guys, come on. Your niece is nineteen years old and will be twenty in three months. She’s an adult, whether you like it or not. She’s smart and can hold her own if she needs to. You can’t ground her for refusing to let you harass some poor kid who wants to take her out.”

      The men were all Jennifer Mullins’ surrogate uncles. Her father had been their lieutenant in the SEALs, and the team spent many off-hours at the man’s family home near their base. The once-little girl had grown up with over forty “uncles,” who she still kept in touch with through emails and phone calls. But she’d always been closest to these six men. When she was born, her parents had asked Jeff’s best friend, Ian, to be her godfather and legal guardian if anything ever happened to them. Ian had been happy to do it, but never thought he would need to take their place so early in her life. Later this month would be the first anniversary of her parents’ murders.

      The team had found out this past September their deaths weren’t the result of a burglary gone wrong but, instead, were part of a larger plot to kill several former members of SEAL Team Four. A Texas senator with bigger aspirations had hired a hitman to take out Jeff Mullins, Ian, Devon, Jake, Brody, and two others. He’d realized they had been on a fact-finding mission years earlier and may have recognized him as a man who’d met with their target.

      The senator’s distant cousin was a Colombian drug lord with whom he’d developed a clandestine relationship in exchange for the financial backing to climb out of poverty into college and law school. In return, the senator became Ernesto Diaz’s asset in Dallas. Besides being the head of a lucrative drug cartel, Diaz had been involved in the sex trade and arms dealing.

      The FBI and Navy investigators had made the connection between the deaths of Jeff and Lisa Mullins, Eric Prichard, and Quincy Dale. The men of Trident security had been tapped to sort through boxes and boxes of classified missions they’d been on to figure out why Team Four had been targeted. Only after two attempts on the lives of the remaining four men on the hit list did they find out who wanted them dead and why. Since then, both the senator and the hitman had met with their own untimely demises. During all the chaos, Devon and Kristen met and fell in love.

      Devon pinched his fiancée’s ass hard, and she jumped and squealed, almost dropping the raw hamburger in her hands. “Who says we can’t? And don’t roll your eyes at a roomful of Doms, Pet.”

      The others all chuckled, knowing the sweet submissive wanted to glare at them and say something snarky before she thought better of it. Her ass would be spanked red if she did. “Fine, but come on, guys. This is the first date I’ve heard of her going on since she moved down here. You should be happy she’s doing something fun, especially with the anniversary of her parents’ deaths coming up. I’m sure she'll introduce you to the guy if there’s a second or third date.”

      Ian had stayed with Jenn for three months in Virginia following the murders so she could finish up her high school education. She’d moved to Tampa and into Ian’s apartment before moving again into a dorm room at the University of Tampa, where she was now enrolled. It’d taken her a while to deal with the loss of her parents, which everyone understood. But between counseling, her new school and friends, and her beloved uncles, Jenn was coming out of her shell and returning to the bubbly, outgoing woman they all knew and loved. The men mumbled their reluctant assents and changed the subject.

      “Hey, Boss-man.” Brody handed Ian a bottle of Bud Light. “It seems you’re shit-out-of-luck with my new neighbor.”

      Ian’s eyes narrowed and grew cold. “What’re you talking about?”

      Brody shrugged his broad shoulders. “Some guy’s been hanging out with Angie all day, and they seem kinda chummy. His car was in her driveway all through last night. A little scruffy-looking, which I wouldn’t think was her type, but it’s obvious they know each other pretty well. Too well to be a relative.”

      Ian had met Brody’s next-door neighbor, Angelina Beckett, once while helping his buddy move into his new house. She was a pretty woman, about thirty-three years old, with a killer body that made Ian’s cock react like a snappy salute to an Admiral—fast and stiff. She'd starred in several of his dreams over the last two months with her long blond hair down to her shoulder blades, soft green eyes, lush breasts, and an ass he would love to get his hands on. More than once, he’d gotten off in the shower imagining her on her knees in front of him, giving him the blow job of a lifetime. Since their introduction, he’d only had a few glimpses of her, but his teammate must have noticed his interest in her.

      Without saying another word, he uncapped his beer and took a swig before heading out to the patio with Beau on his heels. While the dog ran straight to the grass and began to sniff everything in sight, Ian sat at the outdoor table facing Ms. Beckett’s backyard. She was also sitting at her patio table with her back toward him, although her chair was turned slightly so she was facing her guest. The strands of her long hair were twined in a braid that lay down the center of her back atop her teal blue shirt. He preferred her hair down and wished he had the right to walk over there and undo the confined tresses. Shifting his gaze to the strange man who sat at a ninety-degree angle next to her, Ian studied him.

      Brody was right. The man was a little on the disheveled side, with a scraggly beard, mustache, and shoulder-length hair. But otherwise, he appeared clean, wearing a black T-shirt, blue jeans, and white sneakers. He seemed to be around the same age as her. What pissed Ian off, though, was how the guy had Angie’s bare feet in his lap, massaging them as the two spoke. He watched as Angie’s boyfriend’s eyes flashed to his, then back again to hers. Ian wasn’t fooled. In that split second, the stranger had noticed, evaluated, and determined Ian wasn’t an immediate threat. It was obvious the man had training. His honed physique and body language screamed former military to Ian, yet he could almost disguise it. In fact, if Ian hadn’t been just like him, he may have underestimated the man.

      As the rest of Ian’s team filtered out to the patio and took seats around the table, the man’s gaze flashed over to them before settling again on Angie. Ian watched as she stood with the grace of a prima ballerina, her long legs and heart-shaped ass encased in faded capri jeans making his mouth water. When she turned toward her back door, he heard her say to her boyfriend, “Give me a few minutes to freshen up, and we’ll grab something to eat. I hope you’re in the mood for Mexican.”

      The moment she disappeared into the house, without hesitation, her boyfriend turned his attention to the six men beyond the chain-link property fence. Standing, he approached them like a lion interested in intruders entering his domain. He was about six-one, two hundred and ten lean pounds, with brown hair and eyes. Several tattoos were peeking out from under the arms of his short-sleeved T-shirt. He was also smart enough to stop two feet from the chest-high divider when he noticed Beau run over and place his big body between his humans and the stranger. Ian took it as a good sign that the dog, while in protective mode, wasn’t growling a warning.

      Warily, Brody stood and walked over to the fence to greet the man. “Hi, I’m Brody Evans, Angie’s new neighbor.”

      Crossing his arms over his muscular chest, the other man nodded at Brody before intensely gazing at Ian and Devon. “I’m aware of who you are, Evans. I was wondering if I could meet with you and your employers, the Sawyer brothers over there, sometime tomorrow morning at the Trident Security offices.”

      Ian’s eyes narrowed as his stunned teammates looked back and forth between him and the stranger, who knew quite a few things about them, while they knew nothing about him, including his name. None of them were happy with the fact either. Staying in his seat, he leaned forward, put his beer bottle down, and pinned the bearded man with a warning look. “Who are you?”

      He glanced over his shoulder before continuing, and Ian wondered why he didn’t want Angie to hear the confrontation. “My name’s James Athos, and I’ll explain the rest tomorrow, but for now, let’s just say we have a mutual friend, and I need your help.”

      Ian raised one eyebrow, his icy stare never wavering. “Friend? And who would this friend be?”

      “A man named Carter.”

      If any of them were further surprised at the guy’s revelation of knowing their longtime friend, associate, and U.S. government spy, T. Carter, they didn’t show it. Carter was so deep into the world of black ops that Ian’s team had no idea who the man actually worked for. He seemed to have very high connections in every alphabet agency in Washington D.C.—FBI, CIA, NSA, et cetera—as well as in the Pentagon, 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, and several foreign countries. He was also the man who’d killed the hitman targeting the team several months ago and most likely the senator who’d hired the guy, although none of them would ever know for sure.

      Ian’s eyes flashed to the backdoor beyond Athos before returning to the man’s face. “Tell me one thing . . . is she in danger?”

      Athos shook his head. “No, and I’d like to keep it that way. I also don’t want her to know anything about our conversation. Angie means the world to me, and I’ll do whatever I can to protect her. What time can I meet you?”

      Ian did a mental check of tomorrow’s schedule. “Oh-eight-hundred?”

      As Athos nodded his agreement, the woman in question chose that moment to come back outside and lock the door behind her. Now wearing white canvas slip-on shoes and carrying a small white purse, she strolled over to where her boyfriend stood. With automatic reflexes, the men relaxed their tense expressions, giving her no indication anything was wrong. When she stopped next to Athos, she looked at Brody, then the rest of the men with a friendly smile on her pretty face. “Hi, Brody. Hi, guys. I see you’ve met Jimmy.”

      Ian felt a jealous punch to his gut as the other man put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on her temple tenderly. “I introduced myself, babe. I’m glad your new neighbor seems like a nice guy. I was worried you would get someone like the last asshole who couldn’t seem to keep his hands to himself. That was until I had a little conversation with him and threatened to tell his wife after I beat the crap out of him.” There was a not-so-subtle warning in there to the other men.

      Angie rolled her eyes and smacked the guy in the stomach with her hand. “I told you I had it under control. And you didn’t threaten to beat him. If I recall, you threatened to cut off George’s manhood and shove it down his throat, followed by his fingers. Now come on, I’m starving. Take me to dinner.”

      “Your wish is my command, babe.”

      She looked back over the fence and gave the men a cute little girlie wave. “Have a nice night, everyone.” As they turned toward the path leading to her driveway, Ian could have sworn she looked straight at him with a flash of heat in her eyes. But it was gone so fast he must have been mistaken. Whether it was real or imagined didn’t matter to his dick which twitched inside his khakis at the sight of her retreating buttocks. Fuck, how he wanted to take a bite out of those ass cheeks.

      “What the fuck?” Boomer asked. “Who the hell is he?”

      Ian was still staring at where the two of them had disappeared around the side of her house. “I don’t know, but you can be sure I’ll find out. You know how much I hate surprises.”

      No one said anything more about the mystery man as Kristen came outside with a plate of hamburgers and chicken cutlets ready for Brody to grill. A few minutes later, the conversation returned to the usual banter that always occurred when they were together. However, Ian was no longer in a relaxed and talkative mood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Angie sat across from her best friend, Jimmy, as they ate at a new Mexican restaurant she’d been dying to try. They continued to catch up with each other, and she wished his visit didn’t have to be so short. While they’d both been raised in upstate New York, after high school graduation, she’d attended college in New York while he had gone into the Marines.

      Six years later, he’d been recruited by the DEA and had to change his last name for safety reasons. He now worked in their Atlanta office. At least she didn’t have to worry about his job as much as she used to since he was no longer working deep undercover assignments. Those had kept them from seeing or talking over the phone to each other for months at a time. Now he worked with a team who backed up the undercover guys, but he still had his beard and long hair, which she hated but knew was necessary. He was a good-looking guy when his facial hair was trimmed close, but without it, the man was an absolute hunk and had been since she first met him their freshman year of high school.

      They’d tried dating once in their sophomore year, but it didn’t last long because both of them were afraid to ruin the strong friendship which had developed between them. However, he took her to their senior prom after she broke up with the guy she’d been seeing a month earlier. Now the two friends tended to bust chops about each other’s dates yet remained protective of each other. That was why she hadn’t been surprised when Jimmy had made the veiled threat to Brody and his friends . . . talk about hunks.

      While her best friend excused himself to use the restroom, Angie’s mind drifted back to her new neighbor and his friends . . . to be more specific, one friend . . . Ian Sawyer. With his black hair, blue eyes, handsome face, and sculpted body, which made her panties wet, the man could be a movie star if he wanted to. Brody had told her Ian was retired from the Navy and owned the security consulting company Brody and the others worked for.

      Lately, she’d considered having them upgrade her burglar alarm system. Jimmy always bugged her about how easy it was to bypass the one which had come with the home she’d purchased three years ago. She doubted the company’s owner would do it himself, but she often fantasized about him coming over and installing a new alarm.

      In her daydreams, he had on the tight faded jeans and snug, royal-blue T-shirt he’d been wearing the first day she met him while he was helping his friend move in. The color of his shirt had made his eyes stand out to the point she was certain she could drown in them. And, holy crap, his deep voice had sent shivers up and down her spine before settling between her legs. When Brody introduced her to his teammates, she thought Ian had held her hand a moment longer than the others, but it was probably wishful thinking on her part.

      “And I was thinking of dying my hair purple and getting a heart tattoo that says ‘bite-me’ on my forehead.”

      Angie shook the wayward thoughts from her brain and stared at Jimmy, who was laughing at her shocked expression. “Huh? What’re you talking about?”

      “I was wondering where you were. I sat back down and asked you a question, but you were on another planet. I wanted to see how long I could talk gibberish before you noticed.”

      She threw a piece of tortilla chip at him. “Jerk. What was the question?”

      Tossing the wayward chip in his mouth, he chewed and swallowed before answering her. “How’s work going? Any new clients?”

      Angie was a graphic designer who worked from home. She had several corporate clients who sent her a large amount of work, as well as many individual clients needing one-time-only or occasional projects. “I do have a new client, and I’m so excited about them. I’ve been contracted to be one of the designers of romance novel covers for a publishing company called Red Rose Books.”

      “Really? That’s awesome, Ang. How’d you hook up with them?”

      Grabbing her smartphone, she brought up a photo and showed it to him. “This was one I did for a former advertising client who’s now writing romance books. She thought of me when she was self-publishing her first book and asked if I would design the cover for her. Someone from Red Rose saw it and thought it was edgy and something they’d be interested in, so they tracked me down. It’s a great contract with a decent payout for each one I do. I’ll do about one or two a week, so I can still concentrate on my other customers.”

      Jimmy smiled at her. He was always her biggest supporter when it came to her art. “Great. Mr. Abraham would be proud you’ve come this far.”

      Mr. Clark Abraham had been her high school art teacher and the first one to recognize the artistic talent even Angie hadn’t known she had. He’d introduced her to the many different art mediums and encouraged her to try them all until she found what fit her best. In addition to graphite pencil drawings and computerized graphic arts, she also dabbled in oil painting and had sold several pieces at a local art gallery over the years.

      Thinking of the gray-haired man who’d become her friend and mentor was always bittersweet. He’d suffered a heart attack in his empty classroom during lunch period one afternoon the year after she graduated, and by the time someone found him, it’d been too late.

      “Yeah, I know he would have.” Lowering her voice a few octaves, she imitated the old man, “Reds, Angie, why are you so obsessed with the reds? Throw some blue and green in there, maybe a little yellow. Surprise me sometimes, will ya!”

      They laughed as they finished their meal and talked about everything under the sun. Angie would miss her friend when he returned to Atlanta tomorrow morning, but for now, she’d make the most of their time together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ian threw the pen down when he realized he’d been chewing on it and glanced at the small brass anchor clock on the right side of his desk. His brother had an identical one, and both had been gifts from their mother when they finally had desks to put them on. He heaved a sigh in frustration because it was only oh-seven-thirty. He had another half hour before Angie’s boyfriend showed up and started answering the many questions Ian had for him.

      Before he left Brody’s last night, he’d told the geek to find out everything he could about James Athos and call him as soon as he had it. In the meantime, Ian left a message with Carter to contact him ASAP. Although knowing his friend, it could be a while before the call was returned. Ian didn’t have a direct line to get a hold of the guy—no one did—and had to leave a voice mail at the number he’d memorized years ago. Carter would check his messages only when it was safe for him to do so, which meant it could be hours or days before he got a chance, depending on what he was working on.

      The quiet in the empty office he usually enjoyed was getting to him this morning. Standing, he headed outside for some fresh air, with Beau following on his heels. He’d tossed and turned all night with thoughts of Angie doing erotic things to him, alternating with speculation of what her boyfriend wanted with Trident Security. Brody had called him a little before midnight with an update, brief as it was. He got a copy of the thirty-three-year-old’s Georgia driver’s license and found out he had some minor drug and assault arrests on file with no jail time served. All of which could be part of an undercover persona, as Ian had a feeling it was. Interestingly, prior to nine years ago, James Athos didn’t exist, and Ian wondered how well Angie knew her boyfriend.

      Pushing on the office entrance door, he stepped outside, inhaled deeply, and glanced around. From the outside, the complex looked like what it had formerly been—an abandoned warehouse facility on the outskirts of Tampa. Over three years earlier, when he first saw the property, Ian knew it would be the perfect compound for Trident Security. The company he co-owned with his brother specialized in personal security, investigations, and the more-than-occasional black op for Uncle Sam. An import-export company once used the complex until the authorities discovered the main product being processed through there had been cocaine. After the business shut down, Ian purchased the ten-acre lot of land at a government auction for a fraction of its estimated value.

      The property contained four identical two-story warehouses lined in a row and was pretty much isolated from everyday traffic, sitting a good mile away from the main thoroughfare. With a mini forest of trees between the buildings and the highway, it was afforded a great deal of privacy.

      After extensive renovations, the smallest and last of the warehouses on the property had become the living quarters for both Sawyer brothers. Ian’s three thousand square foot three-bedroom ‘apartment’ was on the first floor, while stairs led up to Devon and Kristen’s place, which had an identical floor plan. The remaining six thousand square feet of the warehouse behind the two apartments was being used as storage, but that would change when they added two new apartments. One would belong to Ian’s goddaughter, and the other was for Nick, the youngest of the Sawyer clan and current Navy SEAL based in California. It would be his for when he visited and eventually retired from the military.

      Glancing over at the main gate, Ian waved hello to the morning guard while Beau sniffed along the compound’s fence line. When a person entered the compound through a manned security gate, the first warehouse they came to was home to The Covenant, a club that catered to those who enjoyed some kink in their lives. This was another reason why the property had been ideal for them.

      A few years earlier, their cousin, Mitch, approached the brothers with the idea around the same time they were trying to get Trident Security off the ground. The exclusive club they all belonged to before then had closed down after the owner was indicted for tax evasion. The closing had left the members searching for a new place where they could practice their individual sexual fetishes without them becoming public knowledge. Since Ian and Devon were focused on Trident, Mitch, with his MBA, was the obvious choice to manage the club. However, sometimes his cousin deferred to Ian on a few issues since he was the more experienced Dom.

      To get from the first warehouse to the remaining three in the compound, visitors had to pass through another security gate which was unmanned. To get through that one, a person had to be either buzzed in or scan their handprint on the sophisticated identification system. The first of those buildings, which Ian was now standing in front of, was separated into two areas, with the main offices of Trident security at the front. At the back end was a large vehicle garage along with the equipment, weapon, and ammunition vaults.

      The next structure contained an indoor shooting range, a gym and training room, and a panic-security room in case of an emergency. Some might call the Sawyer brothers paranoid, but one never knew when one’s enemies might come calling, so it was always better to be prepared. In fact, several months ago, the team had almost been picked off by a sniper who’d set up in a tree just past the security system’s line of detection. As a result, Ian and Devon were working on acquiring several undeveloped properties surrounding theirs so they could extend their lines of defense outward.

      Ian picked up the hard rubber ball Beau had dropped at his feet and played fetch for about ten minutes until Devon strolled over to greet him, a cup of coffee in his hand. “Morning. Brody find out anything?”

      He filled his brother in as he threw Beau’s ball again before turning around and walking back inside to his office. Stopping along the way in their break room, he grabbed his third cup of coffee of the morning and a blueberry muffin from a Tupperware container. The leftover muffins from yesterday were courtesy of Mrs. Kemple, their office manager, since the inception of Trident Security. She’d resigned and moved to Miami to help her daughter with newborn triplets last summer after training a new manager.

      Unfortunately, her replacement, Paula Leighton, had become too nosy for her own good and was fired three weeks ago after Brody found her one morning looking through files in the team’s war-room. It was one of the few places which she knew damn well she wasn’t supposed to have access to. He’d run over to the club to help Mitch with a computer glitch and left his office door open, thinking he would be right back. After he was gone longer than expected, Paula’s curiosity must have gotten the best of her because when Brody returned, she was standing in his war-room with her nose in one of his files.

      Ian had fired her that day. Marco had been the most relieved about the woman’s termination since she’d seemed to have her eye on him for a relationship that went beyond co-workers, and the man had not been interested at all.

      Mrs. Kemple had come back for a short time to train Colleen McKinley, a submissive from the club. When Ian had been talking to Colleen’s Dom, Master Reggie Helm, a few hours after firing Paula, the Dom mentioned his sub wasn’t happy with her current job and was looking for a change. Ian brought her in for an interview the next day and hired her on the spot.

      The only problem they faced with Colleen so far was getting her to call them all by their first names and not Master or Sir while at the office. It also took the guys a little getting used to seeing her in something other than the lingerie her Dom liked her to wear at the club. Her clothes tended to be quite conservative and professional looking at work. At least they didn’t have to hide from Colleen the fact that Trident Security was run by, and employed, a group of Dominants, as they had with Paula. Mrs. Kemple had known about the club since it opened and never batted an eye over it.

      Five minutes before eight, Ian’s phone rang. It was the guard at the front gate advising him he was buzzing one James Athos through the second gate. Brody, who’d come in a few minutes ago, stood and went to the front door to escort the man in while Ian and Devon remained in the conference room. Ian would’ve preferred to have this meeting after he spoke with Carter, but the spy hadn’t gotten back to him yet.

      Brody strode back in with Athos right behind him, and both men took seats at the table. Ian wasn’t in the mood to offer Athos coffee or anything else, and apparently, neither was his brother, who also remained silent.

      “I’m sure you investigated me last night and are frustrated with what you found and, more importantly, what you didn’t find. Did Carter return your call yet? Because I know that’s the first thing you did after I left.” Athos leaned back in his chair and rested one ankle on the opposite knee as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but Ian knew it wasn’t the case. The man had something on his mind and was worried about it.

      Ian tapped his hand on the table. “No, he didn’t. Now, instead of me asking you the hundred and one questions I have, why don’t you start from the beginning and tell us what you want.”

      “As I’m sure you’ve figured out, Athos isn’t my last name. There are only two people in this world who can conclusively connect me to the man I was nine years ago. One is Angie, and the other is my handler at the DEA in Atlanta.”

      Ian raised his eyebrow but said nothing. Neither did Devon nor Brody, but the geek jumped onto his laptop, presumably getting the number to the Atlanta office.

      “I was recruited from the Marines after a six-year stint, four of which were spent in Special Forces. I was given a new identity, and my military record was expunged. Spent my first three years undercover with a biker gang out in Arizona and New Mexico. They were running a lucrative cocaine business from over the border. It took me a while to work my way up the ladder, but after a long investigation, we were able to shut down the pipeline. But as you know, you shut down one of those fuckers, three more pop up. From there, I worked my way around the States until I got tired of living under rocks with the scum of the earth. My handler, who was also my recruiter, pulled me in, and I’ve been working with a support team out of the Atlanta office for the past two years. Again, it was under a new identity—as far as anyone at the DEA knows, my last name is Austin. One of the advantages of coming in is I can see and talk to Angie almost anytime I want to, but I still keep my connection to her a secret from my co-workers.”

      Ian held up his hand to interrupt. Athos’s statement from yesterday was still eating away at his gut. Angie means the world to me . . “Who is she to you?”

      The man’s hard face softened. “I told you yesterday, she’s my world—she is and always will be. We met our freshman year of high school and clicked right away. She’s been my best friend ever since. If it weren’t for her, I would’ve fallen apart years ago after my mother and baby sister were murdered by a drug dealer whom I didn’t know my sister got herself mixed up with. It was while I was still in the Marines and overseas. I would’ve hunted the bastard down and killed him myself if the cops hadn’t already done it before I could get home.

      “Angie was my rock, my savior, and she’s the only family I have now, and I’m all she has. Her folks were older when they had her, and both of them died several months apart of natural causes in their late fifties. She had a much older brother who was killed in a car accident when she was nine, and I think that’s what eventually killed her folks because neither one of them ever got over it. Anyway, we’ve always been there for each other over the years, and it would destroy me if anything ever happened to her because of me.”

      “You went into the DEA as a way to avenge your sister and mother’s deaths.” Ian didn’t ask it as a question, and Athos didn’t deny it. “So, where do we fit in?”

      “Before Angie closed on her house three years ago, I did what I always do when it comes to her and ran a check on all her neighbors.” He shrugged. Even though some of the inquiries he’d made were technically illegal, he didn’t seem ashamed to admit it in front of men who most likely would’ve done the exact same thing. “When she mentioned Evans moved in next door, I checked him out too. I saw his connection to Trident Security and remembered Carter mentioning the name one night a few years ago. He’d said if I ever need help with anything in Tampa or the rest of Florida, I should contact Trident, and you guys would get it done. Just to make sure things hadn’t changed, I contacted him again, and he told me he trusted you guys with his life. I’ve known the man for over seven years, he’s saved my sorry ass twice, and so it was a good enough endorsement for me.”

      His voice became hard again and filled with venom. Ian could see the barely contained rage in his eyes. “Two weeks ago, an undercover agent, Aaron Reinhardt, working in New Orleans, was tortured and killed. We have no idea how he was made and if they broke him or not. I saw the crime scene photos and wouldn’t be surprised if the poor guy did crack—most agents would’ve.

      “The worst part was his parents and brother were found dead with him. Their bodies were discovered before anyone ever reported them missing, dumped next to a garbage bin behind a strip mall near their family home in Illinois. Small consolation, his family wasn’t tortured, but each was shot once in the back of the head. Like most undercover agents, Aaron’s next of kin was only available to his handler. We both have the same handler, Artie Giles, and both trusted him with the information—I still do. Whoever found out about his family, it didn’t come from Artie.

      “Aaron was a friend of mine.” It was obvious Athos had respected the dead man. “I worked with him on and off for years. He was one of the good guys, and this was supposed to be his last undercover because he’d gotten to the point where he wanted to meet a nice girl and settle down. When we found out what happened, I told Artie I wanted the job. I maintained and updated my cover, which I cultivated over the years, in case I ever needed it again. I’m heading to New Orleans after I leave here today to start working my way under. I told Angie last night after dinner, and right now, she’s really pissed at me, although I can’t blame her. I’d sworn to her I was done with undercover work, but this is something I need to do. I can’t let the bastards win.”

      He leaned forward and set his elbows on the conference table. “So, this is where you all come in. I need you to keep an eye on her for me without her knowing it. If she finds out, she’ll be pissed off enough to fight any attempts to protect her and end up getting herself hurt or killed. She’s smart but stubborn at times, and I’m worried if my cover gets blown, someone could come after her to get to me. Like I said, though, it’s highly unlikely because Artie is the only one who can make the connection between the two of us. His files are kept in a safe at his home office, and the name Athos and my birth surname don’t appear anywhere in my file, nor does Angie’s name. There’s only her cell phone listed along with the passphrase he has to say to verify it’s him who’s calling her. They’re also on two separate papers, so if someone gets into his safe somehow, the two don’t appear related. Neither of them has ever met nor spoken on the phone. If anyone claiming to be from the DEA contacts her without that phrase, she has instructions on how to disappear without a trace until I can catch up with her. No one else in the agency knows she exists in my life.”

      “As far as you know. Nothing is ever one hundred percent hidden,” Ian said wryly.

      “True.” The agent nodded his head in reluctant agreement. “But I’ve been as careful as possible over the years. Hell, I’ve spent a small fortune on burner phones because I destroyed each one after I called her. I still do, even though I’m no longer under. I don’t want something or someone from one of my past gigs to come back and bite me on the ass.”

      Athos was about to say something more, but Ian’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen and then at Angie’s friend before hitting the speaker button to connect the call. A deep voice rumbled over the line. “Ian, you rang? Sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner. What’s up?”

      He leaned forward so he could be heard without raising his voice. “No problem, Carter. It seems I have an acquaintance of yours sitting in my office with Devon and Brody.”

      The sounds of traffic in the background came through the speaker. “Really? Who?”

      Ian arched his eyebrow at the DEA agent, indicating he should announce himself.

      “Hey, man, it’s Athos.”

      There was a two-second pause. “Confirm.”

      “Tinkerbell gives good head.”

      While the other three men smirked and shook their heads at the inane passphrase, Carter barked out a laugh. “Long time no hear, dude. How’s it hangin’? Have you shaved the bush yet?”

      An amused snort escaped Athos. “A little low lately, and no, I haven’t.”

      “Ian, all is good. I trust this scruffy-faced jackass as much as I trust you, and you know that’s a lot. He loves his alphabet soup at oh-four-hundred, and whatever he says is on the level.”

      Alphabet soup was a reference to the multiple abbreviated government agencies in the US, and “at oh-four-hundred” signified the fourth letter of the alphabet, which was “D.” It was as close to saying “DEA” as the spy would get over the phone. As Athos said earlier, Carter’s endorsement was all Ian needed.

      “Do you need anything else? I’ve only got a minute.” In a reflexive reaction, Ian shook his head and said “no” simultaneously. “All right, cool. A-man, you take care of yourself. If you need anything, ring me up. It’s been a long time since you, and I raised hell together. Devil Dog, tell your pretty fiancée I’ll be in Tampa in a few weeks, and I’m looking forward to being re-introduced to the little librarian.”

      While Brody and Ian gave him curious looks, Devon chuckled. There was a story there they weren’t privy to, but they had a good idea what it might be. Master Carter was known to take the third spot in an occasional ménage when visiting The Covenant. “I’ll tell her, and I’m sure she’ll be looking forward to it too. Hey, how’d you know we got engaged? You haven’t been here in months.”

      “The almighty Carter knows all. I gotta go. Catch ya all later.”

      The connection dropped, and Ian looked at Devon and Brody, who both nodded their silent approval, and then at Athos. “Give us the details.”
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