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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 bunkrooms.

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team)

        and Their Significant Others

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      	
        Angelina “Angie/Angel” Beckett: graphic artist; fiancée/submissive of Ian.
      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      	
        Chase Dixon: retired Marine Raider; owner of Blackhawk Security; associate of TS.
      

      	
        Doug Henderson: retired Marine; bodyguard.
      

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

      	
        Colleen McKinley: 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.
      

      	
        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.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Boomer sat at his office desk, his eyes narrowing as he studied the paper before him. The answers should be easy, but for the life of him, he couldn’t come up with the solution. He glanced at his cell phone to check the time and noted it was eighteen-twenty hours. The six-thirty appointment Colleen had scheduled for him was later than usual, but she’d told him the new client had requested the evening hour, so here he was, trying to kill a few more minutes.

      Mondays and Tuesdays were the only evenings it wasn’t a problem for Trident clients to come to the compound where their offices were. The rest of the week, Ian and Devon Sawyer’s other venture, The Covenant, was open, and Trident clients might be a little shocked to see the BDSM club’s members in varying stages of undress walking through the parking lot.

      The fenced-in compound consisted of four warehouses and was off the beaten path on the outskirts of Tampa, Florida. The first building after the guarded gate was home to the club. Beyond that was another gate leading to the remaining three buildings. Trident’s offices, bunk rooms, firing range, training areas, gym, and vehicle garage occupied the next two structures, and the final one had been renovated into two large apartments. The bottom one belonged to Ian and his fiancée, Angie, while Devon and his fiancée, Kristen, lived on the second floor. The rest of the building was empty, and plans were being drawn up to construct two more apartments. One would be home to Ian’s god-daughter, Jennifer Mullins, when she wasn’t at college. The men of Trident were her surrogate uncles, having served under her father in the teams. Ian had taken over her guardianship after her parents were killed in a home invasion the year before. The last unit would be offered to the youngest Sawyer brother, Nick, whenever he decided to opt out of the Navy. He’d made it through BUD/s, the SEALs’ intensive training three years ago and was now with Team Three in Coronado, California so the twenty-five-year-old wouldn’t be joining them anytime soon.

      As Boomer tapped his pen on the desk, he looked over the hints available and became more frustrated because he still couldn’t figure it out. He glanced up as Ian walked in and sat in one of the two guest chairs on the other side of the desk. “What’s a nine-letter word for vague? Starts with an ‘A’ and the fifth letter is a ‘G.’”

      “Ambiguous.” Ian rolled his eyes. “And if you’re going to keep asking me for help with the daily crossword puzzles, I’m getting you a fucking thesaurus for Christmas this year instead of your bonus.”

      Boomer gave his boss a smirk as he filled in the blank spaces of the puzzle. “You do, Boss-man, and I’m signing you up for an anchovy-of-the-month club.”

      Even though he knew his friend and employee was joking, Ian got a queasy look on his face. Boomer always found it funny how, out of six retired SEALs, he was the only one who liked the oily yet salty fish, considering how much time they’d spent in and on the ocean while in the Navy. Well, maybe that was the reason.

      “Not funny, Baby Boomer.” Ian picked up the stress squeeze ball the other man kept on his desk and tossed it back and forth between both hands. “So, did you find any information on this new client?”

      Boomer threw the pen on the newspaper and leaned back in his chair. “Nope. Colleen said the woman, a Kate Zimmerman, needed to hire Trident, but she wouldn’t deal with anyone except me. I’ve racked my brain and can’t recall ever meeting anyone by that name. I tried calling the phone number she’d left but got the standard computerized voice telling me to leave a message. It comes back to a throwaway cell.”

      “One-night-stand?”

      He snorted but didn’t take offense since all the guys on the team had participated in more one-night stands over the years than any of them cared to admit. Their time in the military and then the security business hadn’t given them many opportunities for long-term relationships. Even if it did, Boomer wasn’t interested. “I’d be lying if I said I remembered the first and last name of every woman I’ve ever slept with or scened with. But I’d like to think it would ring some sort of bell. Maybe she’s a friend of a friend or something.”

      “Could be.” They both knew a lot of their business was gained by word of mouth. “Guess we’ll know in a few minutes. If she has no objections, and even if she does, I’ll sit in on the meeting until we find out what she needs from us. If it’s a bullshit my-husband’s-cheating-on-me thing, I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Fine with me. Are we the only two left in the office?”

      Both men’s phones chimed a text. The guard at the front gate was alerting them to their new client’s arrival. Murray would buzz her through the second gate and instruct her where to park. They stood, and Boomer grabbed a legal-sized yellow pad and pen while Ian headed for the door. “Yeah. Colleen left. Polo and Egghead are on their way to New York to escort a shipment of diamonds from a dealer to the buyer here in Tampa. Jake is trying to track down one of his informants, who he’s worried about—he hasn’t seen the guy in about two months, which he says is unusual. And my lucky brother is wedding venue shopping with Kristen and picking out pink tablecloths with matching napkins as we speak.”

      “Ha!” Boomer barked and shook his head. “I wouldn’t fuck with him, Boss-man. You’re right behind him, and karma’s a bitch. Angie will soon be dragging your ass through the same tablecloths and napkins.”

      “Don’t I know it. I’m trying to talk her into eloping but not having much success.” The pained look on his face was mostly false since Boomer knew he’d give his woman the world if she asked for it. Well, he would if he didn’t have to help pick out matching flowers, cummerbunds, and bridesmaids’ dresses. “I’ll get your client and meet you in the conference room.”

      “K. Just going to hit the head really quick.”
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        * * *

      

      While Boomer headed in one direction for the bathroom, Ian walked in the other toward the reception area. The front door could only be opened from the inside by a lock release behind Colleen’s desk or by a hand scanner, which unlocked the door for only those whose prints had been programmed into the system. He pulled the door open and found himself looking at a brown-haired beauty who seemed to be about Boomer’s age of thirty. Wearing a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved, navy blouse, she stood about five-foot-five in her flat, off-white shoes, which matched the belt at her slim waist. Her slender build made the shirt and pants look a little big like she’d recently lost some weight but had yet to find clothes to fit her new frame. In Ian’s opinion, she looked too thin.

      She took off her sunglasses and peered up at him with big chestnut-colored eyes. “Hi, my name’s Kate Zimmerman. I’m looking for Ben Michaelson. I have an appointment with him, and the guard told me he was in this building.”

      When she glanced over her shoulder to where Murray was keeping watch at the front gate, Ian’s eyes didn’t follow hers. Instead, he stared with interest at Beau, sitting near the driver’s door of Ms. Zimmerman’s Ford Focus. The goofy-faced dog was panting, but something about his posture and seeming to be in a “stay” position had Ian eyeballing the woman in front of him. She saw where his gaze had been, and the corners of her mouth curved upward a tad as he raised a curious eyebrow at her. Her smile didn’t quite meet her anxious eyes, and when he got no answer to his unasked question, he opened the door wider. “Please come in, Ms. Zimmerman. I’m Ben’s boss, Ian Sawyer. It’s nice to meet you. If you don’t mind, I’ll sit in on your appointment.”

      Her smile faltered a little before she recovered. “Um, no. I mean, it’s fine. I don’t mind. It might be better that way.”

      Ian’s curiosity was now further piqued, but he wasn’t getting any bad vibes from her other than her nervousness, so he let her last comment slide for the moment. He glanced back at Beau, who was still sitting there with his tongue hanging out of his mouth and seemed to be waiting for a command. Ian tapped his leg. “Beau, heir.”

      The dog rushed over to his master, stopped, and when he received a slight hand signal, trotted past him on the way to the darkened conference room. Ian had discovered the dog when it was a young puppy. Its dying mother had dug under the compound’s perimeter fence to find a human who would care for the little guy. When Beau was old enough, Ian took him to a friend who trained dogs for police departments and private security firms. Now, the silly-looking mutt was trained as an aggressive tracking dog as well as a guard dog. All his commands were given in German since it wasn’t a common language in the States.

      “He’s beautiful. Lab and Staffordshire Terrier, correct?”

      “We think so. I found him as a pup… well, actually, he found me.” He shut the door and gestured her toward the conference room. “The vet thinks there may be something else mixed in there, maybe Great Dane, because his legs are a little longer than normal for the two breeds.” He turned on the overhead lights to the room as they entered. “Please have a seat. Boomer will be here in a moment.

      “Boomer?” she queried as she placed her large purse on a chair while he pulled out the one next to it for her to sit in.

      Ian sat across from her, leaving his usual chair empty. Although this was his company, he trusted his employee to take the lead in the unknown case. The client had requested him specifically, and Ian was willing to cede his authority for the moment, giving Boomer the “head” seat at the table.

      He studied the woman for a few seconds before answering her. “Sorry, I meant Ben. Boomer is his nickname from the Navy. No one uses his first name around here, but it’s out of habit.” He heard the man in question come down the hallway and saw him enter the room a second later. Ms. Zimmerman’s back was to the door, but Ian knew when she realized Boomer was there without seeing him. Her body stiffened.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Zimmerman. I…” Boomer walked over, peered down at the woman’s face, and froze. Confusion in his eyes turned to pure shock, and Ian watched as the blood drained from his teammate’s face. His ordinarily strong voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Katerina?”

      And with that, Benjamin Thomas “Boomer” Michaelson did something he’d never done before in his life. He fainted.
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        * * *

      

      Yes, Benny, I will. I promise I’ll wait for you forever… forever… forever.

      “Boomer. Boomer! Wake up, frog, that’s an order!”

      The words and a knuckle digging painfully into his chest finally penetrated Boomer’s fog-filled mind, and his eyes blinked. Ian was kneeling next to him with a look of concern on his face, while on his other side, Beau regarded him with a curious tilt of his furry head. And since Ian was on his knees and Boomer was flat on his back, it meant he was on the floor for some stupid reason. Rubbing his sore sternum, he asked, “W-what happened?”

      “You okay? You fainted.”

      Snorting, the younger man stared at his boss like he had two heads. “Yeah, right. I’ve never fainted in my life. Not even when I saw the bone sticking out of my leg after the RPG attack.”

      It’d been a little over two years since the incident in Afghanistan, and the injuries had almost cost him his leg. After several surgeries, he’d needed a knee replacement to repair the other damage to his shinbone. After he’d recovered, his tour was just about up, so he opted out of the Navy and rejoined his former teammates here at Trident.

      Ian shifted back a little as his friend sat up. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      Boomer’s eyes narrowed as his head finally stopped spinning. “I was dreaming…” Shock came over his face again, and he dragged a hand through his hair. “Ah, fuck. It wasn’t a dream, was it?”

      Standing, Ian offered a hand to help him up. “No. It wasn’t.”

      “Where is she?” He glanced around the room as if Katerina would suddenly reappear.

      “Sitting out by Colleen’s desk. I asked her to step outside so I could wake your ass up and find out what the fuck is going on. Now start talking, Ben. Who is she?”

      Boomer knew his boss was not only worried but pissed because the man never used his given name unless he was in trouble, but at the moment, he didn’t give a shit.

      “In a minute.” Striding out the door of the conference room, he went in search of a ghost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Twelve Years Earlier…

      Ben waved goodbye to the last of his friends, who were heading to their cars parked a short distance from the James River beach where they all gathered. An almost full moon was high in the sky on the warm summer night, and his going-away party had dwindled a little after one morning. It was the Friday night, actually Saturday morning, before he left for basic training the following weekend. He was joining the Navy and would hopefully make his way into the elite SEALs like his father before him.

      Much to his wife’s relief, Rick Michaelson had done his twenty years with only a few non-life-threatening injuries before getting out for good. He now worked for a friend who ran a private investigation company while teaching history classes at the local community college. But since their only child had graduated high school and was leaving the nest, Ben’s folks were talking about selling their home in Norfolk, Virginia, and moving to somewhere in Florida—maybe near his aunt in Sarasota.

      He glanced around and saw Katerina sitting on a large rock near the shoreline. He told his best friend, Alex Maier, he’d make sure his sister got home safely. That way, Alex could hook up with Daniella Silverman, who’d been flirting with him all evening. Ben didn’t mind driving Kat home since all three of them had grown up together these past seven years. Alex was six months older than Ben, who was six months older than Kat. But despite their closeness, she was a year younger than they were in school because of her early December birthday.

      Grabbing two colas from his cooler, he climbed up on the rock and sat beside her before handing her one of the cans. This close to his goal of a military career, he wasn’t taking any chances with drinking and driving and had stopped drinking beer after nursing three of them in four hours.

      Katerina smiled at him, and he tried to ignore the twitch in his crotch, which had been happening often around her for the past few weeks, ever since she’d been his date for the prom.

      He couldn’t fathom why, out of the blue, he saw her as less of a buddy and more as the beautiful woman she was becoming. But there was no way he was putting the moves on his best friend’s sister, no matter how attracted he was to her. The attraction would pass after he started meeting all the uniform-bunnies who wanted to hook up with any man in the military. He just had to keep reminding himself of that.

      “Thanks, Benny.”

      He rolled his eyes at her, and she giggled. She was the only person who still called him by the juvenile nickname. Everyone else called him Ben, at his request, since the start of high school. “So, what’re you going to do without Alex and me around all the time to bug you and chase your boyfriends away?”

      She shrugged and let out a tiny snort. “I’ll be fine. It’s only one more year until I get to go away to college too. And I still have Alex for most of the summer until he leaves for Villanova.” Her smile faded, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m going to miss you.”

      Throwing his arm over her shoulder, he pulled her in for a sideways hug. “I’m going to miss you, too, Kitten. But maybe I can get an assignment out of Little Creek, and then we’ll be able to see each other all the time again.”

      They sat that way for a while, looking out over the water, with her head resting on his collarbone. When she placed her hand on his bent knee, and her thumb began to rub the bare skin his shorts didn’t cover, his dick decided to betray him, noticing how good her touch felt. He tried to subtly adjust himself by shifting his hips.

      Without pulling her head away, she tilted it up to look at him with those soft chestnut eyes of hers. “Are you uncomfortable? I can move.”

      “No, you’re fine.” And boy, was she. The sudden intimacy between them was making him forget all the reasons why he shouldn’t think of kissing her. The urge to claim her worsened when her eyelids lowered, and she stared at his mouth. He felt the soft puffs of her breath on his neck and smelled the mint gum she’d been chewing earlier, in addition to the shampoo she’d used to wash her hair. He was now painfully aware of her lush right breast crushed against his ribcage, and he thought he could feel her hardened nipple through the cotton tank she wore over her bikini top.

      He tried to distract himself by counting down from one hundred in Spanish in his head, but that failed when her little pink tongue peeked out to moisten her tender lips. He stifled a groan, but the hand on his knee tightened when he attempted to pull away and put some distance between them.

      Looking back down at her sweet face, he was surprised to see desire in her eyes, and it hit him—she was as attracted to him as he was to her. The knowledge sent every other thought from his brain, and he slowly lowered his head. When their lips were just shy of touching, he paused, wanting her to close the final gap between them. He wanted to make sure they were both on the same page, the one that would change their relationship forever. His brain tried to override his body, but it was too late. She moved the scant inch, and fireworks filled his mind as they kissed.

      Fuck! She felt so incredible, tasted so incredible, he thought he’d died and gone to heaven. He shifted and eased her back until she was lying atop the flat rock with him beside her. All the while, he continued to kiss her, moving his lips over hers in a sensual caress. Cautiously, he began to lick the seam of her mouth, encouraging her to open and let him in. He almost thought she wasn’t going to when, all of a sudden, her lips parted and granted him entry.

      Her tongue dueled shyly with his, making him even harder, which he hadn’t thought was possible. Ben knew she wasn’t experienced because he’d overheard a conversation she’d had with her two best friends a few weeks ago. Kat and Melanie were shocked when their other friend, Tina, told them she’d lost her virginity to her boyfriend after the prom. When Tina had asked when they were planning on giving up their cherries, Katerina replied she was waiting for the right guy to come along, and she wasn’t in any hurry.

      Ben had been happy with her answer, but the way she’d said it made him think she had some guy in mind, and it annoyed the hell out of him. Then, when he realized he was annoyed, it pissed him off because he wasn’t supposed to be jealous of any guy she dated. He was supposed to help Alex warn the jerks off by threatening to kick their asses if they tried anything with her. He was supposed to act like her brother, wasn’t he? At least he’d thought so… until tonight.

      He was leaning on one arm while his other hand rested at her waist. He moved it up and down, closer and closer to her left breast. When she didn’t stop him, he cupped it in his hand, squeezing it a few times before rubbing his thumb over her taut nipple. Her moan of pleasure spurred him on as she arched her back slightly, pushing the delectable orb further into his touch.

      He was desperate to rip her shirt and bikini off to find out if her naked body was as beautiful as he’d imagined. The other morning, he’d been shocked to wake up with his hand around his morning wood while an image of her lips around his cock faded like the fantasy it had been. He hadn’t been able to look her in the eye for several days afterward, fearing his cheeks would heat in embarrassment, and she would know he’d jerked off in the shower after the incredible dream.

      Continuing his tender assault on her mouth, he brought his hand down to the hem of her shirt, tucked his fingers under it, and began to inch his way upward again. The second his hand touched the skin of her abdomen, he groaned. It was softer than anything he’d ever felt. Unable to stand the torture anymore, he lifted his head and was pleased to see her swollen, red lips and heavy-lidded eyes. “Take off your shirt, Kat. I want to see you.”

      Her eyes widened as she bit her lower lip anxiously, and he thought he’d pushed her too far. Even though he was aware of her virginity, he didn’t know how far she had gone with the few boyfriends she’d had. Had any of them ever seen her naked? Had she let one of them lick and nibble on her breasts? Had any guy ever gotten his hand down her underwear and touched the place Ben was beginning to think belonged to him? All of her belonged to him, and God help him because Alex was going to kick his ass.

      He was about to tell her it was okay if she wasn’t ready to take the next step, but his cock leaped for joy when she reached down and grabbed the hem. It was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen when she lifted her shoulders and head off the rock and removed the tank top. He’d seen her in her bikini earlier in the day, but seeing her now in the skimpy top and her jean short-shorts, coupled with a mix of passion and uncertainty in her eyes, she blew him away. “You’re so beautiful, Kitten.”

      Her shy blush thrilled him in a way he hadn’t thought possible. She looked away from his intense stare. “You don’t have to say that. I know it’s not true.”

      Shocked, he cupped her chin and forced her to look at him. “Are you crazy? What makes you think it’s not true?”

      Katerina shrugged and tried to break eye contact, but he wouldn’t let her. “Answer me, Kitten, because, in my opinion, you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever known.”

      “Oh, please.” An eye roll punctuated her sarcasm. “You and Alex have dated every gorgeous girl in your class and mine. I can’t even begin to compare myself to most of them. My chest is too flat, my ass is too big, my legs are too skinny, and my eyes are too far apart.”

      When she finished rattling off what she believed were her worst attributes, Ben wasn’t sure if she was kidding or if she really thought those things about herself. It only took a few seconds before he realized she was serious, and his eyes narrowed in anger. “Kitten, there is nothing about you I would change. Your eyes are so expressive. Sometimes, I can’t stop looking at them, especially when you laugh. Your chest…” his hand closed around her left breast again and squeezed just enough to make sure he had her attention, “. . . is the perfect size—not too small or too big—it’s just right.”

      He moved his hand down to her denim-covered hip and squeezed again. “Your ass… jeez, do you have any idea how many guys check out your ass when you walk by? Especially in these sexy shorts of yours. And your legs are a mile long. Baby, men drool over legs like yours, and most women would kill for them. If I ever hear you put yourself down again, I’ll spank your sweet ass. Do you hear me?”

      Apparently, she thought he was joking about smacking her backside because she giggled, and he relaxed a little. Wanting to prove how desirable she was, he leaned down and reclaimed her mouth. This time, he wasn’t as gentle as before but was still cautious. He knew he had to walk a fine line here—the one between scaring her by moving too fast and making her see how good they could be together.

      Her hands began pushing his T-shirt up, and he reached back, grabbed a handful of blue cotton, and stopped kissing her just long enough to yank it over his head and toss it aside. Her hand scorched his chest when she timidly touched him. As his lips found hers again, his fingers explored her breasts through her bikini, but he knew he couldn’t go much further. He wanted her first time to be special—not out here on a giant rock where anyone could drive up and interrupt them. She deserved better.

      Ben was about to pull away from her mouth when his fear happened. He heard the car a moment before a bright floodlight hit them, and they both jumped up into sitting positions.

      Damn. A cop had to pick that moment to check out the popular party spot. At least they were both still decent.

      Instead of getting out of his patrol car, the lazy cop blared his air horn once. In other words—get in your truck and drive away, jackass, because you’re not getting laid here tonight.

      As they scrambled to put on their shirts, he gave the officer a quick wave of his hand, letting him know the message was received and understood. Taking Kat’s hand, he helped her down from the rock, and they headed for his dad’s pick-up, grabbing his cooler on the way. He opened the passenger door for her and lifted her into the high seat, then emptied the cooler of its leftover melted ice before stowing it in the truck’s bed.

      Hopping in the driver’s seat, he started the engine and grinned when she broke out in a fit of giggles. “What’s so funny?”

      “Your shirt is on backward and inside out.” She looked so cute covering her mouth as if she’d accidentally spilled the beans about something.

      He glanced down, saw she was right, and laughed along with her. Before putting the truck in drive, he pulled off his shirt, flipped it around, and then put it on correctly. The last thing he needed was for her dad or brother to see that and put two and two together. He would eventually need to tell Alex that he planned to date Katerina, but not yet.

      As he drove down the dirt road that led out to the highway, he reached across the center console and took her hand in his. He squeezed it, then set their joined hands on the armrest between them. Driving her home was the last thing he wanted to do, but if he kept her out any later, her parents, Ivan and Sylvia, would be ticked off. At seventeen, Kat still had a curfew. The only reason she’d been allowed out until two a.m. was because school was over, and she was with Alex and Ben. That and it was a special occasion since it would be a while before Ben would get a chance to come back home to visit.

      Aside from the low music on the radio, a silence had fallen over the inside of the cab, and at the last second, he pulled into the elementary school lot just up the road from her house. Putting the truck in park, he turned to look at her. “I… I’m sorry we were interrupted back there. It took me by surprise. I never thought…”

      She pulled her hand from his and stared out the side window. “It’s okay, Benny. We’ll pretend it never happened. I mean, it’s not like we actually did anything.”

      Taking hold of her chin, he turned her head until she faced him, but her eyes remained downcast. “Kitten, look at me.” He waited a moment, but she still didn’t look up. “Kat, please, look at me.”

      His heart almost broke when he saw the unshed tears in her eyes. Crap. She misunderstood him, and now she was on the verge of crying. He did his best to embrace her despite the center console between them and kissed her on the top of her head. A shudder passed through her, and he hugged her tighter.

      “Shhh, baby, you didn’t let me finish. Just because I never thought you and I would… you know, get together… doesn’t mean I’m not happy we did. I’ve been thinking about you and me since we danced those slow dances together at the prom. For the first time, I realized you’re more than my friend. You’re also a very beautiful woman whom I suddenly found myself attracted to. I was just surprised you felt that way about me too.” He froze for a second. “You do feel that way, don’t you? I mean, it wasn’t just an experiment for you, right?”

      She pulled away so she could look up at him again. “I’ve felt that way for a lot longer than you have. I was so happy when you asked me to the prom, even though I knew it was only because you and Mary Jo Dwyer just broke up, and everyone else was already paired up for the most part.”

      He at least had the decency not to deny it. That was the reason why he’d asked her, but he wouldn’t have done it at all if he hadn’t thought they’d have a good time together—which they had.

      She took a deep breath and blurted out, “I didn’t want to stop tonight.”

      Her face turned beet red as the implications of what she said sank into his brain. Was she telling him she would have given him her virginity tonight if the cop hadn’t interrupted them? Holy shit! What was he supposed to say to her?

      With any other girl, he would have been all over her without a second thought. He knew he could be a dog sometimes. He’d lost his own virginity two months before he turned fifteen. And like every other typical, red-blooded American male, he rarely said no when a girl offered him a roll in the sack or the bed of his truck. But he needed her to be sure this was what she wanted, and it wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing because he was leaving. He couldn’t… wouldn’t do that to her. Kissing her had already changed the dynamics of their relationship, but having sex with her would put them in another orbit. And he knew it wouldn’t be just sex. With Katerina, it would be making love.

      “Baby, do you know what you’re saying?”

      She nodded and then babbled nervously, “I wanted you to be my first… you know. I still do. I mean, I know you’ve been having… you know, sex for a long time now. I mean, everyone at school talks about who’s doing who, but I haven’t… you know…”

      “You’re still a virgin.” He’d meant to say it as a question, not wanting her to know he’d overheard the conversation with her friends, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “I know it’s silly, but…”

      He cupped her cheek with his hand. “It’s not silly, Kat. Not at all. But as much as I want to say yes to you… to us, I think it would be better if we waited until I finish basic training and find out where I’m being stationed. I don’t want to have one or two nights with you and then end up on a base on the opposite side of the country. It’s not fair to you.”

      He covered her mouth with his fingers when she tried to interrupt him. “But I’ll make you a deal, baby. If this is what you want… if you’re sure, then I’m willing to tell every woman I run into from here on out that I have someone special waiting for me back home, and she’s the only one I want. Will you wait for me, Kitten? Will you be my girlfriend and wait until the time is right for us?”

      “Yes, Benny, I will,” she whispered. “I promise. I’ll wait for you… forever.”

      Alex was going to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      Rick Michaelson stood between his wife and child at the cemetery and kept his hand on his grieving son’s shoulder. His boy was on the verge of entering the military and becoming a man, but his life had been turned upside down in the blink of an eye. They watched as the funeral director’s crew unloaded scores of colorful arrangements from four matching hearses and placed them beside the caskets. The area around the grave sites was filling up with nearly two hundred people who’d known one, two, or all members of the Maier family and had come to pay their respects.

      A somber priest stood at the head of the graves to give the deceased their final blessing. Ivan and Sylvia would be buried side by side, just as their children, Alex and Katerina, would be in the plot next to them.

      The Sunday after Ben’s going-away party, the family had taken off on an hour-long afternoon drive to visit Ivan’s mother and sister, but they never arrived. A fiery crash on a lonely stretch of highway snuffed out the lives of four people and left many others, like Ben, struggling to find a reason behind the terrible tragedy.

      Rick knew that although his son’s overwhelming grief would one day become bearable, losing his best friend and the young man’s family would forever change Ben’s life. He just hoped that, when his son emerged from his grief, he would come out on the right side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day…

      Kate had known Benny would be shocked when he first saw her, but she hadn’t expected him to pass out. As far as he knew, she was dead and buried in a cemetery in Norfolk, Virginia, and not living and breathing at his place of business. His boss, Ian, had asked her to have a seat in the reception area, but she couldn’t sit. Instead, she was pacing back and forth, trying to keep her feet from running out the door and taking the rest of her body with them.

      Benny would’ve been better off if she’d never come looking for him, but it was too late to change her mind now. The last thing she ever wanted to do was to cause him any more pain, but her life was in danger, and she trusted no one in the world more than him. It was sad he wouldn’t be able to trust her in return. Not after what she’d put him through, even though none of it had been her fault. Her father was to blame for everything… her recently-deceased father. And for the first time in Kate’s life, she was all alone.

      The sound of footsteps caused her pacing to cease, and she turned to see Benny stalking toward her, followed by his boss and the lab mix. The look on the man’s face, the man who’d once been the boy she’d fallen in love with, was now hard. Shock was giving away to anger, and it was evident by the raging inferno in his beautiful amber eyes. Eyes that still haunted her dreams after all these years.

      He stopped in front of her and crossed his arms. The Navy had taken his gangly, teenage physique and made it broad, strong, and sinewy. She longed to have him pull her into his powerful arms and hold her while telling her everything would be okay. Instead, he glared at her from several feet away. “Do you want to explain how a woman I watched being buried twelve years ago is standing in front of me? Because as far as I know, reincarnation is still a myth.”

      “I-I’m sorry, Benny. I’m so sorry. But if we can go sit down, I’ll explain everything. I promise.”

      Benny’s clenched jaw ticked at her use of his childhood nickname and again at her vow. The last time she promised him something, she’d said she would wait for him forever. As far as he knew, that hadn’t happened.

      When he said nothing, Ian stepped around him and extended his open hand to her. “Ms. Zimmerman, please come back to the conference room, and we’ll talk this out.”

      A growl from deep in Benny’s throat escaped his mouth, and he ignored the warning look Ian sent him. “Her name is Maier, Katerina Maier, and you’re damn right we’re going to talk.”

      While the two of them walked back to the room, she heard him take several deep breaths before turning around and following them.

      Upon re-entering the room they had vacated moments ago, Ian took the seat he’d planned on giving Boomer. The meeting had taken a dramatic turn before it even began, and he needed to take control of the situation before it blew up in their faces. Boomer sat across from Kate with his arms crossed and glowered at her.

      Sighing, Ian rolled his chair back a few feet to a small refrigerator in the corner, grabbed three water bottles, and put them on the table. They were going to be here for a while. “Boom? Why don’t you tell me how you two know each other, and we’ll go from there.”

      Benny waited a moment before his harsh words came out, his eyes never leaving hers as if she would disappear again if they did. “Boss, this is Katerina Maier. She was my best friend’s sister. She’s also supposed to be six feet under, along with her parents and brother, in a cemetery in Norfolk, so I don’t have the slightest fucking idea what she’s doing here. A week before I left for basic training, they were allegedly killed in a car accident. Tell me, Kat—are all four caskets empty or just yours?”

      She winced at his accusatory tone. It also hadn’t escaped her notice when he referred to her only as his best friend’s sister and not his friend as well. She heard the pain under the anger in his voice but knew he’d never admit to it.

      Her own voice came out a little louder than a whisper as she stared at the tabletop in front of her. “Mom and Alex are there. The car crash was real, but it wasn’t an accident. We were forced off the road and rolled down a hill. My dad and I barely managed to get Alex out before the car exploded, but my mom had been killed on impact. Alex died in my arms a few minutes later. Dad and I went into hiding afterward.”

      She hadn’t realized she was crying until Ian put a box of Kleenex in front of her, and she grabbed two tissues. When a sympathetic, warm nose poked her arm, she gave Beau a scratch behind his ear as his master spoke. “I get the feeling this is leading to Witness Protection.”

      Kate nodded at the man’s gentle and understanding statement. “Yes. It’s exactly where it leads to.” Not being able to look at Benny, she turned to the man who didn’t currently hate her. “My dad is… was a CPA with some questionable clients at the time. Mom, Alex, and I had no idea some of the people he dealt with weren’t on the up-and-up, but he drew the line at certain… crimes, I guess you can say. He said the money was too good to pass up, especially when he’d been starting his own accounting business, but his conscience wouldn’t allow him to let some things slide by. He tried to know as little as possible about who he worked for because he figured the less he knew, the better off he would be. It worked for him for over ten years.”

      “What happened?”

      She drew in a trembling breath, reached for one of the water bottles, and took a few sips to quench her sudden thirst. “He found out he was doing the books for a Russian organized crime family member. Dad wasn’t the only one. They used several accountants and gave each the books to only a few businesses, so if one turned on them, he didn’t have access to all the accounts. There was one man, in particular, Dad was dealing with. He owned a few bars in Norfolk, Newport News, and Virginia Beach, among other legal and illegal businesses.”

      Ian raised an eyebrow. “Do you know the man’s name?”

      Nervously nibbling on her bottom lip, she nodded. “Mm-hm. Sergei Volkov.

      “Are you fucking kidding me! Sergei ‘The Wolf’ Volkov?” Kate flinched at Benny’s sudden outburst as he jumped up and sent his chair flying back into the wall. He started pacing the room, ignoring Ian’s angry glare. “Even I knew that bastard should be avoided at all fucking costs, and I was a fucking teenager!”

      She looked at him with eyes that begged him to understand something she had never been able to. When her father tried to explain it to her in the days after the crash, she’d been in shock, and nothing would sink into her brain and stay there.

      After the U.S. Marshals gave them new identities, and they began their new lives in hiding, her father never wanted to talk about it again. He didn’t want to be reminded how his stupidity and greed had cost him his wife and son and the life he and his daughter had known.

      “Dad swore he didn’t know who Volkov was until it was too late, and he was in too deep. So, he did what he was paid to do and tried to stay out of trouble. But then he discovered they were selling teenage girls into white slavery. The summer and spring breaks in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Florida were the perfect times for them to kidnap a girl and make her disappear.

      “Dad got a bunch of receipts and stuff he was supposed to add to the books, and he found an envelope with a list of… God… he said it was like a shopping list with the type of girls they were looking for. Specific hair color and eyes, fair skin, a certain build, that sort of stuff.”

      She shook her head at the thought of any girl being taken because of their appearance. “There were also a couple of photos of girls tied up. Dad recognized one of them from the newspaper. Her parents were rich and were making a lot of noise about her disappearance. He found out later most of the girls who’d been taken were the type no one would be surprised about if they took off on their own. Mostly they were teenage hookers or runaways. He said when he realized what he had in his hand, he thought about how he would feel if one of those girls had been me.

      “So, he called the phone number in the paper, and the FBI came to talk to him. They wanted him to wear a wire and get them more information, but Dad refused. He was too scared for our safety. He told them that if he started asking questions, Volkov would immediately know something was wrong because my dad only talked about the accounting when he met with him or his right-hand man.”

      “But they found out about the information he gave the feds, didn’t they?” Boomer gritted his teeth as he sat down again and grabbed one of the bottled waters.

      She nodded. “Yes, right before the accident. Apparently, the FBI thought my dad knew more than he told them, or he might lead them to Volkov. They were following us to my grandmother’s that day. It was her sixty-fifth birthday, and we were going to take her and my aunt out to dinner to celebrate. The agents were using a tracking device so they could stay further back and weren’t close enough to stop a car that came out of nowhere and forced us off the road.”

      A shudder went through her at the memory. “All I remember is everyone yelling and screaming as the car rolled over and over down the embankment, and then silence. Dad and I got our seatbelts off and crawled out of the car. It was upside down. We managed to get Alex out through the window with the help of the two agents who’d been following us. They saw the dust and smoke and realized what happened. After we got him out and far enough away from the car, they went to get my mom. I remember wondering why they returned without her, shaking their heads, and then the car exploded. I tried to run back to get my mom, but they stopped me. I screamed and hit them, but they wouldn’t let me near it. I found out later she’d died instantly from a broken neck.

      “A few minutes before the ambulance and police arrived, Alex took his last breath.” She swallowed hard, trying to clear the thick lump in her throat while wiping away the flood of tears rolling down her face. “I-I don’t remember much of what happened over the next few days. I guess I was numb. Dad and I ended up being moved from one safe house to another until the FBI decided we could never return to Norfolk and put us in the Marshals’ Witness Protection Program. We changed identities and locations three times before we settled in Portland, Oregon. We’ve been Joe and Kate Zimmerman for the past eight years.”

      At some point toward the end of telling her tragic story, Kate closed her eyes, but her tears were still falling. Her voice had become little more than a hoarse whisper, and she swallowed again, trying to regain her composure.

      Slowly, she raised her lids and was relieved to see some sympathy in Ben’s hardened gaze. At least he knew she was telling the truth. “I wanted so badly to talk to you, to explain what happened, but they wouldn’t let me. When they came to give us new identities, I told them the only way I would agree to go was if our handler kept tabs on you and let me know how you were doing. He followed your career for me as best he could since much of it was classified. When I heard you were in the Naval Medical Center in Maryland with a bad leg injury, the only thing that kept me from flying to see you was my father had just been diagnosed with liver cancer. It wasn’t long before it spread and…”

      Her words trailed off, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what had gone unspoken. She was surprised when Benny spoke in a gentle, sympathetic tone. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

      “Almost two months ago. The chemo and radiation did a number on him, but he lasted longer than the doctors expected.”

      There was silence in the room for a few moments as what she’d been through over the past twelve years hung in the air. Finally, Ian cleared his throat and spoke. “You told our secretary you needed to hire us. Was it just a ruse to see Boomer, or do you need our help? There’s obviously a lot more to your story we’re not aware of, but I would hope it would be safe for you to come out of hiding with your father's death.”

      “I thought it would all be over after my father passed away,” she told them with a shake of her head. “But then I noticed I was being followed, and my condo was broken into and trashed.”

      Benny had been looking down, but his head jerked back up at her words. “What? When the hell was this?”

      Looking back and forth between the two men, she told them the details. “All last week, I felt like I was being watched. Then, Friday afternoon, I got home from work and found my condo in shambles. The police said whoever it was had picked the lock. A few things, like my laptop, camera, and jewelry, were missing, so they assumed it was just a random burglary, but I didn’t think it was. Saturday, I tried to contact my handler at the Marshals but was told he was killed in a car accident two days earlier. A new handler had taken over and wanted to meet with me, but I wasn’t sure I could trust anyone there with everything that happened. So, I grabbed some clothes and money and came to the one person I knew I could trust to help me.”
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