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      David

      Looking at the report in front of him, David couldn’t help but frown. He didn’t want to complain about the assignment his boss, Lincoln Black, the owner of Black Fox Security, was giving him and his team, but…

      “This is outside our usual wheelhouse,” he said finally, putting down the file on Cassidy Simone. She was a pretty woman with long dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and very girl-next-door features in the picture that came with the file. She was smiling in the picture, eyes bright and sparkling with joy, bow-shaped lips spread wide to show off her grin.

      “It is,” Lincoln agreed amiably from where he was seated behind his desk, watching David’s reaction. About fifteen years older than David, Lincoln’s salt and pepper hair was mostly salt, and he’d lost some of the muscle tone he’d once had from sitting behind the desk. He was still fit, though, and kept his skills sharp.

      Black Fox Security provided a variety of services, from short-term contracts for visiting, high-profile clients, to advising large corporations on their security, to training, and sometimes taking on government contracts that made use of the team’s special forces backgrounds… but this was the first time that they would be protecting a woman from her ex-boyfriend.

      Lincoln didn’t even usually take these cases when the people involved were celebrities, though he was always happy to give recommendations to fulfill their needs.

      “Why are you making an exception for her?” David asked when Lincoln didn’t seem inclined to elaborate further. David didn’t usually question him. Lincoln had been his commander in the field and had literally held David’s life in his hands. He’d been a damn good commander, too, which was why David and his entire team had been happy to come work for him after being discharged.

      “Because Drew and Naomi asked me to.” Lincoln raised his eyebrow when David just stared at him. Drew was another member of his team and Naomi was his wife, who worked for a non-profit that helped abused women.

      “Why isn’t Naomi helping her?” They all supported Naomi’s work in various ways and had even provided protection for the shelter in the past when it had been warranted, but they’d never done one-on-one work like this before. Especially since there was no saying when it would end.

      “There isn’t room for her at the shelter while they’re undergoing renovations. If this is still a problem when they’re done, Cassidy can move there. In the meantime, Drew asked me for help.” Lincoln studied him. “Is there a problem?”

      “No.” David managed to keep himself from shifting in his seat as Lincoln gave him a hard stare. Sometimes, his dark eyes took in a lot more than David would like. “I’m just confused as to why we’re putting resources toward this, which is not our specialty, when we’re already short-staffed.”

      He hated to bring that up, but it had to be said.

      Black Fox Security was currently run by Lincoln and Harris Black, two brothers who had started the company with Lincoln’s best friend, Marshall Devlin. Each partner had their own team they were in charge of. Unfortunately, last year, they’d discovered that Marshall was stealing money from the firm as well as sleeping with Lincoln’s wife. They’d managed to cut him out of the firm, and Lincoln was now divorced, but Marshall’s entire team had left with him.

      There were still contracts to be upheld that had been put in place when they had three teams, and they were all still scrambling to play catch up.

      “That’s why she’s going to live with Jensen for the time being. He has an extra room, top-of-the-line security, plus his brother lives there, so an extra guard of sorts.” Lincoln was still studying him in a manner that was making David increasingly uncomfortable. “She’s coming from Stronghold, that club Drew’s cousin owns, and he feels personally responsible for ensuring she’s protected.”

      David grunted. He’d seen that in the file as well. Cassidy and her ex, Don Reeve, had been members at the kink club in Washington, D.C., before Don ignored her safe word in the middle of a scene at the club, and he’d been immediately kicked out. Which was when it was discovered that his and Cassidy’s relationship was abusive, and the club had come together to keep her safe over the past year.

      Unfortunately, Don hadn’t forgotten about his ex, and he’d started stalking her, showing signs of escalation. Recently, several club members had seen him near both Stronghold and Marquis, Stronghold’s sister club, and the manager of Marquis’ tires had been slashed. The general consensus was that Cassidy was in danger.

      David didn’t disagree with the general consensus; he just wasn’t sure why they had her running to a different state to be hidden by an elite security firm rather than just facing the douchebag and putting him in jail. Then Cassidy would be safe, and so would any other woman who might make the mistake of dating the asshole.

      Douchebag’s picture was also in the file. David wasn’t exactly the right person to ask about another man’s attractiveness, but he had a younger sister, so he had some idea of what women looked for. The guy was blond, with dark eyes and a fairly muscular body. He looked like an All-American boy. He was probably pretty good at faking it at first, too.

      The desire to find the asshole and pound him into the ground until he promised to leave Cassidy alone was strong enough to have David flexing his fingers, but he also had to think about his team. They were already working overtime, keeping up with all the contracts. Adding something else to their plates could end up being dangerous.

      They needed rest. They needed sleep.

      If they didn’t get those things, reflexes were affected. Attention was affected. Someone could get hurt.

      There were places better able to deal with Cassidy’s situation than they were—Naomi’s shelter being one of them.

      But he also knew that Drew would do what his cousin asked of him. Unlike David, Drew was close to his family. A family member had asked him for help with Cassidy, and for some reason, they’d come to Lincoln instead of the shelter.

      He still didn’t know why Lincoln had agreed, though.

      “Why didn’t they go to the police? Get the asshole up on charges?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.” Lincoln seemed bemused. “I do know that they’re hoping she won’t need to be here for too long. Her ex is escalating, and they’re hoping with her out of the picture, he’ll either forget about her or he’ll do something that allows them to bring charges against him without involving Cassidy.”

      That made David throw his hands in the air as he jumped to his feet and started pacing, trying to shake off some of the angry energy that was building up in his body. Losing his temper on a woman who had been abused was the last thing he wanted, but the whole situation was pissing him off.

      “He was abusing her. Why didn’t she file a report when they rescued her?” Instead, they’d used his assault on another club member to threaten him, telling him to stay away from Cassidy. But once the statute of limitations on filing charges was up, he’d come right back like a bad penny. “What happens if, instead of escalating when he can’t find her, he just gets some other girlfriend who doesn’t realize what she’s getting into?”

      Lincoln shot him a sympathetic look from where he was still sitting.

      “This isn’t the same situation as Tasha, David,” he said gently.

      Of course, he would remember.

      “Not yet, but it could be.” He could still remember the sight of his ex in the hospital bed, face battered blue and purple, lip split, bandages over the stitches in her stomach where she’d been stabbed. He’d been her ex, but she hadn’t changed her emergency contact number. David rubbed his hands on his pants, trying to rub away the sweat that always immediately sprung to his palms at the memory. They’d broken up, but he’d still cared about her. He’d still gone running when he’d gotten the call from the hospital, then he’d been there for her through her recovery and the trial.

      It was five years ago, and he could still remember every second of how helpless he’d felt. How enraged he’d felt. Especially when the bastard’s ex-girlfriends had lined up to testify at the trial. Tasha’s lawyer had found them and convinced them to testify, to show a pattern of abuse, and they had.

      Not one of them had filed a report. If they had, Tasha never would have dated the man. She always ran her dates, doing her best to stay safe. She almost hadn’t dated David because, as special forces, there had been a lot about his past that she couldn’t look up.

      She’d tried so hard.

      The bastard was behind bars now, while Tasha had moved to California and was happily married with one kid and another on the way. He should have been past this reaction, but he wasn’t. Abuse cases always made him edgy, which was why he normally stayed away from Naomi’s shelter.

      Tilting his head back and forth, he cracked his neck, then rolled his shoulders, pushing some of the tension from them. Lincoln was looking at him with sympathy.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Lincoln asked. “I can have someone else run lead on this. Mason, perhaps.” Their resident psychologist and profiler.

      Temptation to hand it off to someone else beckoned for just a moment, but he knew his duty. Temptation passed, and David shook his head.

      “I’m team captain. It’s my responsibility.” He made it a point never to ask his team to do something he wouldn’t.

      Lincoln nodded slowly. He might have said something more, but the phone on his desk rang. His gaze flicked to the phone, to the caller ID, and he leaned over to pick it up.

      “Yes, Jennifer.” He paused. “Okay, thank you. We’ll be right there.” He looked at David as he hung up the phone.

      It was time to go meet their newest client.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      The drive up to Pittsburgh had been odd. Scary in its way because she was going into the unknown. New city, new people, new club… she’d made some friends while she was in Maryland, once she no longer had Don controlling her every move. She’d felt comfortable and safe at Stronghold, but she’d never felt safe when she was at home, school, or work because she knew Don was still out there.

      Over the past few months, she’d felt less and less safe until she’d finally agreed that getting out of town was the best move. She didn’t want to leave, but it wasn’t just her own life at stake. Don had been messing with the people who had saved her. If he was going to hurt someone, she’d rather it be her than any of them.

      Although she didn’t want to be hurt, either.

      Why can’t he just leave me alone?

      That was the thought running through her head over and over again, then she’d feel awful because if he was leaving her alone, that might mean he had moved on to someone else. That he might be hurting another woman.

      She wished he would just get hit by a bus.

      Sometimes, when she was thinking about what she would do if he ever showed up in front of her again, she pictured killing him. He would come at her, and she would stab him, right through the heart, over and over again. Running him over with a car. Getting a lucky shot in and breaking his nose, hitting him in the exact right way to send bone splinters into his brain—though she wasn’t actually sure if that was a real thing or not, she’d read about it once. Or shooting him. She’d been taking shooting lessons. She didn’t have a carry permit, which was why she only ever pictured that happening if he broke into her house.

      Self-defense.

      Maybe she’d end up in jail, maybe she wouldn’t.

      But she’d be safe because he would be gone.

      Mistress Julie, who was also her therapist, had told her it was perfectly normal to fantasize about situations that would make her feel safe again. Though she hadn’t told Mistress Julie exactly how often she had that particular fantasy. Constantly. Daily. Every time she stepped into a new space, she would end up with a new one—how he might appear, how he might attack her, how she would defend herself.

      How she might be proactive.

      She couldn’t help it. Her brain just did it. Every time.

      But coming to Pennsylvania, sneaking away so he didn’t know where she was, maybe her brain would finally stop.

      Maybe she’d finally be able to sleep.

      “What do you think?” Kincaid—her current bodyguard, Dom from the club she went to, and friend—asked as they crossed over a huge bridge. Tall, dark-haired, and handsome, the former police detective was a big, broad-shouldered guy whose self-assurance made it easy to feel like he had everything under control. His very presence was calming.

      Cassidy took in her first view of the city. Things were lower than she’d expected. Not a ton of skyscrapers. She’d been thinking it would be more like New York City, but it wasn’t like D.C. either. The huge river through the center of the buildings, the hills and dips, and the darker colors of the buildings made it nothing like the place where she’d been living the past few years.

      “It’s pretty.” Which was true enough.

      “It is.”

      Kincaid let them lapse into silence again, driving through the streets as Cassidy studied her new home. The streets were narrower than she expected. More like Georgetown than downtown D.C. Lots of brick. There were some tall buildings, casting long shadows over the streets, but there were a lot that were only a few stories high as well.

      A sense of calm settled over her. Everything was so unfamiliar, so foreign, she couldn’t imagine Don here as easily as she did back home. The idea of him jumping out of one of the alleys, of him being in the car behind them—or somehow devious enough to be in the car in front of them—seemed impossible.

      She sighed in pure relief.

      Pulling up in front of a fairly nondescript brick building, Kincaid turned the car into a parking lot. There was a security guard in a little booth next to the entry gate. Cassidy watched in bemusement as Kincaid signed them in, handing over his driver’s license. The guard’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced at her, but when he scanned Kincaid’s ID, he nodded and handed it back.

      The barrier arm rose, and Kincaid pulled into the parking lot. The entire interaction had been conducted in total silence.

      “Was I supposed to give him my license, too?” she asked nervously.

      “If you were anyone else, yes, but we’re trying to keep your license completely off the radar, remember?” Kincaid pulled smoothly into one of the open spots. “They’re going to get an ID made for you that will get you in and out of this building that no one will be able to track.”

      A little chill went up and down her spine. Cassidy hated to think that this was necessary. That Don might find some way of tracking her through her driver’s license, her credit card, or her social security number. She was going as off-grid as they could get her, and it was a constant reminder of how unsafe she was.

      “Right,” she muttered.

      Kincaid reached over, putting his hand atop hers when she went to undo her seatbelt. His dark eyes bore into hers, firm but kind.

      “It’s going to be okay, Cassidy. It’s to keep you safe, but it won’t be for forever.”

      God, she hoped he was right.
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      Cassidy

      Walking into the main office of Black Fox Security, Cassidy took a good look around. She’d never been inside a security firm before. There hadn’t been a sign on the outside of the building, but there was one above the receptionist’s head as they walked in.

      The receptionist was a very pretty, very young Black woman. Not that Cassidy was that old at twenty-eight, but she was pretty sure she was a few years older than the young woman behind the desk, which surprised her. She’d been expecting someone older, maybe a little hardened in personality. Check your assumptions at the door.

      They’d had to come up to the second floor of the building to where the offices were. Kincaid explained that the first floor was dedicated to various training facilities and a locker room. The top floor was storage.

      Cassidy clung to the bag she had over her shoulder because she didn’t know what else to do with her hands. If Kincaid didn’t have a boyfriend, she might have tried to cling to him, but she didn’t want to be that person.

      “Hello,” the young woman chirped, smiling broadly. Her navy-blue suit dress was professional-looking, conservatively cut but also flattering. She had very straight black hair that brushed against the shoulders of her jacket. “How can I help you?”

      Wait, shouldn’t she know?

      “Kincaid Cavill,” Kincaid said, looking at the younger woman with curiosity. Apparently, he hadn’t met her before, either. Was that usual? “I’m bringing in Cassidy Simone to meet Lincoln.”

      The young woman brightened and hopped to her feet, leaning forward to reach across the desk. Kincaid immediately stepped forward to take her hand and shake it.

      “Oh, hi! I’m Jennifer Johnson. I just started last week. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too. Does this mean Mrs. Dartmouth is officially retired?” Kincaid let go of the younger woman’s hand and stepped back again, glancing at Cassidy.

      “Not yet, just on vacation this week to see if I can handle things on my own.” Jennifer grinned, obviously not at all worried about her ability to do so. “She’ll be back next week for her final week. There’s going to be a retirement party if you want to come.”

      “Maybe.” Kincaid smiled, but his tone was completely noncommittal. “I just met her pretty recently myself, and it’s a bit of a drive.”

      Around three hours, give or take some for traffic. They’d had it lucky, coming up on a Saturday afternoon when there wasn’t some kind of event.

      “Makes sense.” Jennifer turned to Cassidy, still smiling but appearing apologetic. “Sorry, not trying to ignore you. I’ll let Mr. Black know you’re here. He’s expecting you.”

      “Thank you,” Cassidy said softly.

      “Come on, let’s sit down,” Kincaid said, gesturing. There were four chairs and a large couch across from the desk where Jennifer was sitting, to the right of the doors she and Kincaid had come in through. The news was playing on the television on the wall beside them, but all they were showing was a video clip of a waterskiing squirrel.

      Cassidy couldn’t help but smile. It was nice knowing that there was so little going on in the world that they were taking the time to show something so silly. The squirrel looked like it was having fun.

      She’d barely had time to sit down before two men came striding down the hall to the right of Jennifer’s desk. Their footsteps weren’t very loud, but even with the television on, Cassidy was so attuned to her surroundings, she heard the padding of their shoes against the carpet and immediately turned to look to see who was there.

      Kincaid jumped to his feet as the two men reached them. Both of them were tall and very handsome. The older one was wearing a suit. He was much older, with a deep laugh and frown lines, salt and pepper hair, and an air of authority that would have a lot of the submissives at Stronghold staring at him with stars in their eyes. If he wasn’t a Daddy, he was definitely a Zaddy.

      The other man made her more nervous. He was almost as tall as Kincaid, almost as broad-shouldered, but somehow seemed to take up more space. A redhead with a shortly cropped ginger beard that covered his jawline, his hard blue eyes met hers with an electric sizzle that had her dropping her gaze immediately.

      Good grief, what was wrong with her?

      She hadn’t felt an actual attraction to a man in months. She’d stopped being attracted to Don long before their relationship had ended, and even though she’d scened at the club, she hadn’t been attracted to any of the men she’d scened with. All the scenes had been purely platonic.

      Why now?

      He wasn’t even her type. He was too big. Too muscular.

      Too threatening.

      And she was hyperaware of him and the way he was studying her, even though she wasn’t looking at him.

      “Kincaid, good to see you,” the older man said, smiling widely before he turned his attention to Cassidy. When she peeked at him, she could see soft encouragement in his expression. “And this must be Cassidy.”

      “Hi,” she said quietly, still avoiding the redhead’s gaze, though she did her best to meet Lincoln Black’s. “I’m sorry about this.”

      She didn’t know what else to say. She was sorry because she couldn’t help but feel like a lot of people were having to shift their lives around just because of her. And unlike the people back in D.C., no one in Black Fox had even met her before. It seemed like a lot to ask of complete strangers.

      “It’s not your fault,” Lincoln reassured her, patting her hand. “And we’re going to keep you safe. This is David. He’s my team captain.” He turned to gesture to the redhead, dropping her hand as he did so. “He’s going to help you get settled.”

      “We’ve found a place for you to stay with some housemates, so your name won’t be on the lease,” David said briskly.

      He was staring at her. She could feel it. But she couldn’t make herself look at him. His voice was deeper than she’d expected, gruffer.

      “You’ll have to find a job yourself, but Jennifer… you met Jennifer?” She nodded. “Okay, Jennifer has bookmarked a bunch of listings you might be interested in. The first three months of your rent have been paid for, so you have a bit of time before you have to look.”

      Wasn’t she supposed to not be using her driver’s license or social security number?

      They must have some way around that. Kincaid had mentioned an ID…

      She didn’t ask because she didn’t want to seem like she was questioning him. They were the professionals, after all. She was just the dumbass who got involved with the wrong guy, excused the red flags, and had to be rescued because of it.

      So, she just nodded in response.

      “Who is she going to be living with?” Kincaid asked, though there was a bit of an edge to his voice. She got the impression he was going to make sure he was satisfied with the arrangements before he left her there, which she appreciated.

      “One of our team, the youngest, but he’s solid, so don’t worry about that,” David replied. She wondered how old he was. Older than her, she was pretty sure, but she couldn’t begin to try to figure out by how much. He had one of those ageless faces that meant he could be in his twenties or his forties or anywhere in between. “He has a housemate, and they had an empty room. The house has a solid security system, and Jensen knows that as long as she’s there, he’ll be spending every night there. If something comes up where he’s unable to, another team member will take his place.”

      Cassidy wasn’t sure how she felt about someone else always being around. She’d been scared of living alone the past year, but when Don had started harassing her again, someone was always with her, and that had been hard to deal with, too. She hated the idea that someone might get hurt because they were staying with her. It made her feel responsible, and all the darker daydreams she had—the ones where she didn’t manage to fight off Don and she was killed or worse—all involved her friends also dying while trying to defend her. That was another reason she’d agreed to move.

      She couldn’t let her friends keep staying with her. She couldn’t sleep while they were there, in the line of fire. When Kincaid was around, that had helped, because she trusted he knew how to defend himself.

      Maybe the fact that it was security guys would help her relax.

      “Good,” Kincaid said. “If Don figures out where she is and follows her up here, you’ll need to warn Jensen that he may become a target, too. Several members of our club had strange things happening to them, along with the escalation directed at Cassidy.”

      She could feel her shoulders bowing inward before Kincaid put his hand on the small of her back, and she deliberately straightened up. She didn’t need another lecture about how this wasn’t her fault. Of course, it was her fault. But everyone wanted to absolve her of the guilt she carried and for the burden she was placing on everyone, and she didn’t like making them feel like they hadn’t succeeded. Even though they hadn’t.

      Lincoln stepped forward.

      “Okay, Cassidy, why don’t I take you around to meet the rest of the team?” He offered his arm to her with a charming smile. She managed a small one back. “We’ll let Kincaid and David talk through any further details, then Jensen will take you to the house to get settled in.”

      Taking his arm, Cassidy nodded. If she was disappointed that it wasn’t going to be David showing her around, she definitely wasn’t going to show it.

      She felt oddly safe here. If Don somehow followed her in here, there was a wall of highly trained muscle between him and her. People who could take care of themselves.

      She wondered if any of them were armed.

      Part of her, the part that she was the most ashamed of, really hoped they were.
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      David

      Cassidy Simone didn’t look anything like the smiling young woman in the picture. She looked like that woman’s frightened, exhausted, anxious sister. Her smile was barely there, and it disappeared quickly. Even when it did make an appearance, there were bags under her eyes and shadows within them, and even her hair seemed duller. The light that had burned inside her hadn’t just been dimmed; it had been snuffed out.

      That made him want to simultaneously pull her into his arms and reassure her she was safe and that everything would be all right and also go hunt down her douchebag of an ex and make sure he never bothered her again. By whatever means necessary.

      Keep him from hurting anyone else, too. From snuffing out another woman’s light. Or even her life.

      It didn’t help that the moment their eyes met, he’d felt a spark of something other than anger. He was attracted to her. Immediately. Unexpectedly. Which was entirely unwelcome, given the circumstances. A complication on top of an already complicated situation was the very last fucking thing he needed.

      Watching Lincoln escort Cassidy down the hall, he frowned. He was supposed to be giving her the tour. What further details was he supposed to go over with Kincaid?

      “What the hell is your problem?” Kincaid asked as soon as Lincoln and Cassidy had turned down the hall, jerking David out of his reverie.

      “Excuse me?” For a moment, he thought Kincaid might have caught him staring at Cassidy’s ass, which was the least professional thing he could be fucking doing right now. He glared at Kincaid, trying to hide his inner flailing.

      Fuck, he really hoped the other man hadn’t noticed him staring at Cassidy’s ass.

      We do not get emotionally or physically involved with the clients.

      “What. Is. Your. Problem.” Kincaid repeated, enunciating each word and biting it off at the end. “Don’t act like there isn’t one. Even Lincoln noticed your shitty attitude. I bet you were supposed to give Cassidy the tour and take her to the house. Otherwise, there was no point in you being here to meet her.”

      Relief at realizing Kincaid had not noticed him staring at Cassidy’s ass warred with his indignation. He was doing his damn job; that’s why he was here, and if Kincaid was that concerned, then maybe he should be doing more about it himself instead of passing the buck to David.

      “There was no point in me being here, anyway. First of all, what’s the likelihood of her ex following her up here?” he asked. Especially with all the precautions they were taking to keep her hidden. “And secondly, if it was that high, why the hell didn’t she report him to the police?”

      “You know why. I put all of that in the report unless, of course, you didn’t read the report.”

      “Of course, I read the report,” David snapped, losing his temper. Tasha’s face floated through his mind. She deserved to be safe, and so did Cassidy, yet a kink club thought they could handle abusers themselves instead of doing what they were supposed to do. “I read all about how your little club tried to handle everything themselves instead of filing a report, just so she could save some face and not have to admit that she was at a BDSM club when the incident happened. Did any of you think about what happens after that? What if he had left her alone and gone to do exactly the same thing to someone else, all because she didn’t file an actual report, and he faced no real consequences?”

      Kincaid’s face was getting redder and redder, but David didn’t care. It felt good to finally be able to vent to someone about this. He couldn’t exactly do it to his own team or his boss. Kincaid was part of the firm now, but he wasn’t on David’s team, and he wasn’t going to be working here in Pittsburgh. He was going to be in his own office, down in D.C., with his own team.

      “And you think he would have faced real consequences if she’d filed a report?” Kincaid snapped back, which surprised David. “There’s a fifty percent chance—hell, probably even more—that if she tried to file a report, the officer would hear BDSM club and immediately write her off. Or tell her that there’s no point because, obviously, she invited that kind of treatment. If she got lucky and got someone who takes her seriously and takes the report, all those things will come up in court and worse. Any attorney would go through her entire sexual history to make her out to be some sort of slut, on record, then he’d walk away scot-free.”

      Well… fuck… if a former police detective was saying that… While he’d realized Kincaid was personally involved since Cassidy was a friend and part of his club, he’d expected Kincaid to agree with him a little more. Still, now that he’d taken up the point, David felt compelled to defend his position.

      “But at least there would be a record for future women. That way, if they look him up, they’ll know.”

      It could save another woman like Tasha.

      “He’s blackballed from every BDSM club in a four-state radius. Any submissive who tries to go to a club with him will immediately find out, and most of the people who choose to throw house parties rather than go to the clubs have some kind of connection to those in the know, so they’ve been warned, too. Not to mention, several of our submissives had taken it upon themselves to watch the dating apps and FetLife in case he pops up there.”

      The anger that had buoyed David was quickly leaking out. He knew the world didn’t work the way it should work. The way it was supposed to work. The cops sure as hell weren’t perfect. He knew that.

      Kincaid kept going, kept lecturing.

      “We can’t protect everyone, but we did our best, and as a former police officer, I can tell you that we did far more than they would have. And we protected Cassidy, which is now your job, and if you’d rather throw her to the wolves, if you don’t care what reporting and a trial would have put her through as a person, and you only care about some hypothetical future women—which, by the way, would have still had to look him up and then believe what they found—then I’ll ask Lincoln to assign her to someone else.

      “She already feels guilty as hell for what he’s been putting her friends through, on top of her fear for herself. She doesn’t need your self-righteous bullshit over a situation that you would never, ever find yourself in and therefore could never fully empathize with or know what you would do if it did happen to you.”

      Applause sounded from behind David, making him jump. He spun around to stare at Jennifer, who was now standing behind her desk, hands high in the air as she clapped. Her fierce gaze was focused on the redheaded team leader, whose shoulders sagged even further.

      “You tell him, Kincaid.”

      “Oh, come on, Jennifer, what if you or one of your friends dated him or someone like him after?” David’s tone turned almost whining as he pleaded with the younger woman to see his side. “I know you all research your dates like you’re the FBI. You’d turn up the fact that he’d been taken to court, and you’d be forewarned.” She had a lot in common with Tasha.

      “We’d find it, but a lot of these guys are good at explaining things away. Oh, it was a vindictive ex. Oh, she was lying because she didn’t truly understand kink. Oh, it was a false accusation. And people believe that shit.” Jennifer put her hands on her hips, narrowing her eyes at him. “Not only that, but because I’m a woman, I have friends who have tried to get restraining orders. I’ve had friends who have been dismissed by the police for ‘lack of evidence’ or because it was his word against theirs.

      “Have you ever had to stand by a woman’s side while the cops rip apart her ‘story’ while she’s still shaking from the trauma? No? Okay, then. You’re so obsessed with what the ‘right’ thing to do is, sometimes you forget that what’s right for one person might not be what you deem is right for society. And that’s why you’re wrong.”

      Shit, and now Jennifer was looking at him like he was a bad person. He didn’t do well with verbal arguments. Fast decisions under pressure were his specialty, unless it was with words when he couldn’t quite find his tongue. Especially because bringing up Tasha now would just look like an excuse. That is why he tried not to get into arguments.

      “I’m not a bad person.”

      Good, David. Great argument. Stellar. You’re knocking it out of the park, buddy.

      Jennifer raised her eyebrow at him.

      “I didn’t say you’re a bad person, but you are an uncompromising and often judgmental one who needs to work on their empathy. Especially when it comes to situations that you, as a white, straight man, will never understand because you will never have that lived experience.”

      David threw his hands in the air in defeat. It was easier than arguing, and he knew they were right. He wasn’t really pissed at them; he was pissed because Cassidy should be able to go to the police and have them take her seriously. She shouldn’t be judged because she was in a kink club when the assault happened.

      It offended every single one of his sensibilities that women trying to get away from abusers had so much of the system working against them instead of for them. He didn’t like it, but he also didn’t have to live in it personally.

      “You’re right. No, I know. I see it sometimes, but I am always on the outside.” He sighed, rubbing his forehead. “I’ll try to be nicer to Cassidy.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Kincaid said. “She deserves a break.”

      With that, Kincaid spun on his heel and stomped down the hall Lincoln and Cassidy had gone down. David should, too, but he wasn’t ready yet.

      This morning was hell, and he’d been completely thrown not only by the case but by his reaction to Cassidy in person. And he had the unhappy feeling that both Kincaid and Jennifer now thought a lot less of him because he wanted to be able to do the right thing and have the goddamn system, which he’d fought and bled to protect, do the right thing, too.

      So, he stood there in the lobby, trying to gather his thoughts and remember that wanting justice wasn’t a bad thing in and of itself.

      “You okay there, Ginger?” Jennifer asked, using his call name, her voice full of false sympathy. Little brat. A rush of affection went through him. One of the reasons she’d been hired was because, despite her youth, she didn’t take shit from any of them. Which they all needed.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” He glanced at Jennifer. She beamed at him.

      “That’s what I like about you, Ginger. You handle criticism well.” She was completely sincere, which helped soothe some of his ire.

      “Thanks,” he said dryly. “I aim to please.” With a sigh, he straightened up.

      Time to get his game face on.

      Be nice to the client. But not too nice.

      Do not get emotionally or physically involved with the client.
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      Cassidy

      Lincoln escorted her through what he called ‘his’ side of the building to introduce her to the rest of the team. She was both relieved and reluctant to be walking away from David. A one-sided attraction to one of the men guarding her did not seem like a serendipitous start. Part of her was happy to know that she could still feel attraction, so maybe Don hadn’t totally broken her, but another part of her was incredibly uncomfortable.

      They stopped briefly in Lincoln’s office, and he gave her a panic button, taking a few minutes to show her how to use it. It would alert him, David, and whoever was at the front desk if she pushed it.

      There were office spaces for the whole team, but no one was in them. They were in the breakroom. It was a beige and grey breakroom, just like any other, but all the tables and chairs had been pushed to the side to make more floor space. There was a fridge, a bunch of cabinets, and a few baskets with snacks on the counters, though she couldn’t see what was in them because she and Lincoln had to stand in the doorway.

      Two of the men were in the middle of the open space, hands pressed flat against the floor, bodies moving up and down in unison with a fluidness that was beautiful to watch. Cassidy stared at all the rippling muscles, her mouth slightly dropping open.

      One of them was Black, with long dreads that had been pulled up into a bun on his head. He was shirtless and wearing sweatpants on his lower half. The other was white with brown hair wearing jeans and a white wife-beater tank top.

      In front of them, near their heads, another man was standing. Like Lincoln, he was wearing a jacket and button-down shirt with dress pants, but he didn’t have on a tie and the top button of his shirt was unbuttoned. His head was bent down, his focus on the watch he was holding up in front of him, making it impossible to see his face, though she could see that he was wearing thin, wire-frame glasses. She’d been around Kincaid long enough to know that he was probably just as well muscled as the men doing the push-ups, just from the way his jacket hung from his broad shoulders.

      The only other woman in the room was perched on the countertop next to the fridge, which was behind and a little to the left of the man in the suit. She had long dark hair that had been pulled back into a ponytail and was eating from a small bag of popcorn as she watched the show with gleaming dark eyes. She was wearing black leggings and a red tank top with a black sports bra underneath, which showed off her own muscles. Cassidy couldn’t help but stare with envy.

      The whole scene helped her feel a little better. If Don suddenly burst through the door, every single person in there looked like they could wipe the floor with him without even breathing hard.

      It also made her feel like she needed to work out more. She wanted muscles. She wanted to be able to wipe the floor with Don—or anyone who threatened her—without breathing hard.

      “Come on, Jensen, you’ve got this!” The woman cheered, popping a piece of popcorn in her mouth. She was the only one who seemed to have noticed Lincoln and Cassidy’s appearance in the doorway, and she winked at them as she spoke.

      One of the men doing push-ups, Cassidy couldn’t tell which one, grunted.

      “I hate to interrupt,” Lincoln drawled, “but our new client is here to meet you.”

      Sudden groans echoed through the room as the two men stopped their push-ups and rolled into sitting positions. Sweat glistened on both of them, and they were panting for breath. Still, neither of them took her attention. Nope, her full attention went to the man in the suit, who had been timing them, as he looked up.

      He looked almost identical to Master Asad from Stronghold. Other than the glasses and a slight difference in the way he held himself, she would have sworn they were twins. Well, that and she’d never seen Master Asad wearing a suit.

      “We knew you were there. Jensen and Drew just wanted to see if they could finish their competition first,” he said, grinning as he stepped between the bodies of his tired friends, holding out his hand. Seeing Cassidy’s expression, he winked at her. “Don’t tell me, Asad didn’t mention that he had an older, better-looking cousin.”

      “Um, he did not,” Cassidy answered truthfully, and literally, because Master Asad would never describe anyone as better-looking than him. It seemed that he and his cousin had a similar sense of humor.

      “I’m Mason Bahrami, at your service.”

      “Mason is our profiler and psychologist, and he also sometimes serves as Claudia’s spotter,” Lincoln said, gesturing to the woman who had hopped down from the counter and come to say hello. She had a wide smile as she held out her hand.

      Cassidy had no idea what a spotter was, but she nodded. She could look it up later.

      The other woman nudged Mason out of the way with her shoulder, and he smoothly stepped to the side, unperturbed by her literally barging through him. She was petite, several inches shorter than Cassidy, yet she walked with an assurance that Cassidy was used to seeing from the club dominatrixes.

      “Claudia Delgado, sniper and wrangler of these twits,” she said cheerfully, taking Cassidy’s hand to shake. “I told them they didn’t have time to finish this before you came back to meet us. Jensen’s been practicing, and he’s lasting a lot longer than he used to. In more ways than one.”

      “Claudia!” Shaking his head, the man in the tank top got to his feet as he complained. He flashed a brilliant smile at Cassidy. Now that she could see his face, she was pretty sure he was Filipino. He was very handsome in a boyish way. She would guess he was about her age or maybe a year or two older. “Jensen Reyes, nice to meet you. Please ignore everything they say about me.”

      He winked at her as he held out his hand, and Cassidy found herself smiling back, even though her body didn’t light up the way it had for David.

      “And Drew is the last member of my team,” Lincoln said, gesturing at the last man as he was getting to his feet. “He is Patrick’s cousin, so I’m not sure if you’ve met before.”

      Cassidy shook her head. They had not, but she could see the similarities between the two. Drew towered over her, easily the tallest person in the room, even without his hair adding to his height. He also had a similar, easy smile as he shook her hand.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you, Cassidy,” he said in a deep voice that very much reminded her of Patrick.

      Huh.

      She glanced back and forth between Drew and Asad.

      “You both have cousins at Stronghold.” She shook her head in amazement.

      “It’s a really small world, sometimes,” Lincoln said, chuckling. “We were surprised when we realized it. Did Patrick or Kincaid explain that we’re all also members of the local club, the Outlands?”

      “Yes.” It had been a relief to hear because it lessened the chance of anyone judging her for being kinky. That had been part of the reason she’d felt comfortable coming here.

      Of course, Patrick hadn’t said whether they were dominants, submissives, switches, or anything in between, but if there was a single submissive in this room other than her, Cassidy would be shocked. The whole room fairly sizzled with protective dominant energy, all of it focused on her. A feeling that was familiar, yet this also felt like more because the people in this room had the training to back it up, and she didn’t have to worry as much about them getting hurt.

      Although she still would worry some. She already, immediately, liked all of them, and therefore, she didn’t want any of them to get hurt, but they also seemed a lot less likely to be.

      “Any time you want to go, someone from the team will go with you,” Lincoln told her. “Someone is there most of the open nights, anyway. Bunch of perverts.” He said it affectionally, obviously including himself in the grouping.

      “Thanks, Head Pervert,” Jensen joked, saluting him and making the others laugh. Cassidy giggled.

      “Baby pervert there is who you’ll be staying with,” Lincoln continued, ignoring Jensen’s indignant ‘hey!’ and talking over him. Claudia and Drew both snickered. “Just ignore the flirting and the posturing. Underneath that, he’s a solid guard.”

      As if reminded of the seriousness of the situation, Jensen sobered, the smile immediately wiped from his face.

      “We’ll take care of you, Cassidy, don’t worry.” The corners of his mouth turned up. “But I’m sure we can find a way to make it fun while we do it.”

      “Of course you are,” Mason murmured, giving him a look of fond resignation. Personally, Cassidy wasn’t so sure, but she had to admit it seemed like it might be an actual possibility. If she wasn’t so emotionally drained, she might have cried right then and there from relief.

      Which, thankfully, she didn’t because Kincaid joined them a moment later, and she was pretty sure he’d be upset if he’d let her out of his sight only to find her crying a few minutes later.
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      David

      Jensen’s house was in Regent Square, about fifteen minutes outside of downtown. The houses were big and drafty, the yards were small, and there were still little bakeries, shops, and a park within walking distance. A lot of young families lived there because of its location. Drew and Naomi lived about a mile away, easily within walking distance.

      When Jensen had moved in, he and his brother had started doing a lot of work on their house, fixing it up. The house was historical, originally built in the 1920s, and had a lot of beautiful carved wooden detailing on the wainscotting that went throughout the house and on the staircase banister. There were also several original stained-glass windows.

      They hadn’t taken any of it out; instead, they’d been refinishing and enhancing what was already there. The front porch had needed some shoring up and repainting, as had the back. As security went, they’d installed an alarm system on every single one of the doors and windows up all three stories. The closeness of the neighbors also meant that people noticed when someone new was around. Several were out on their front porch watching with interest as Jensen parked his car, followed by Kincaid and Cassidy, and finally David.

      He waved at old Mrs. Tulieman when he got out of the car, and she waved back, grinning. He gave it twenty minutes before she was knocking on Jensen’s door, pie in hand, wanting to find out what was going on. Thirty at the most. He swore she kept a freezer stock full of them to excuse her nosiness.

      Nosiness they were counting on, along with several of the other neighbors. If Cassidy’s shitty ex somehow found out where she was and started hanging around the neighborhood, these were the kinds of neighbors who would notice. Unlike the condo building where David lived—half of the condos were rented out to tourists regularly. No one paid attention to each other, much less to who belonged there and who didn’t.

      He'd liked the anonymity, but it made for a less secure place.

      Something that he hadn’t minded up until now.

      Though he had to admit, it wasn’t like his sterile, millennial gray décor was going to get the same reaction from Cassidy as Jensen and Mick’s house did. Even before they went inside, he could see her wide-eyed reaction to the gigantic house, staring up at it from the street.

      “Damn.” Even Kincaid was impressed. “This place is huge.”

      “Just wait till you get inside,” Jensen said, grinning as he came up beside them where Kincaid was opening the trunk. David got there before him, though, pulling the large suitcase from the interior. It had wheels, but he held it by the handle. While it wasn’t exactly light, he could bench a hell of a lot more than its weight. Jensen grabbed the smaller duffel bag instead, leaving Kincaid to take the slightly larger duffel.

      They trooped up to the front porch, which had a table and benches on the right-hand side and a porch swing on the left. David saw Cassidy looking at the swing wistfully, like she wanted to try it out immediately.

      Not advisable, considering it was on the front porch, in full view of anyone driving by on the street. On the other hand, as long as her ex wasn’t driving around the suburbs of Pittsburgh, and why would he be…

      No. Stop it. She needs to start as she means to go on. And why do I care whether she wants to sit on a front porch swing?

      Yeah, he did not want to examine the answer to that question too closely.

      “Let’s get inside and off the street,” he said gruffly, gesturing as he moved. Jensen opened the door, and David was the first one through, taking a moment to look around and make sure the area was clear, even though Jensen had a top-notch security system.

      It was just habit.

      It also meant he got to see Cassidy’s face when she walked inside and saw the interior for the first time. The way she lit up, her mouth dropping open as she took in the chandelier hanging from the copper ceiling over the foyer, the ornate staircase coming from the back of the house, and the colorful wallpaper lining the walls, made something in his gut stir.

      She looked more like her picture and less like the frightened little mouse who had shown up at Black Fox Security’s door.

      “Oh my God…” Slowly spinning in a circle, she took in the entire foyer and the rooms beside it. Jensen had a home office off to the right, and the living room was on the left. He and his brother had chosen to furnish the first floor with heavy antiques, adding to the overall atmosphere. “This is incredible.”

      Pure joy had lit up her face, and she walked forward as if in a trance, going straight for the staircase and placing her hand on the end of the banister, tracing her fingers over the carved decoration on the top of the column.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this outside of a movie,” she said. “It’s beautiful. And you just live here?”

      “Yup. My brother and I like old stuff.” Jensen grinned.

      “Me, too.” She turned and beamed at Jensen.

      Yeah, she would not have liked his apartment at all. Not that it mattered, and it should definitely not make him feel jealous of her reaction to Jensen’s house. Jensen’s house was amazing. Everyone always agreed on that.

      “Then you’ll definitely love this place.” Jensen chuckled. “So, you have your choice of where to sleep. My brother and I are both on the second floor, and there is a third bedroom there, but we also have the third floor, which is set up for guests. We figured you can pick wherever you feel most comfortable.”

      David set down the suitcase when Cassidy hesitated.

      “Why don’t we have a look around,” he said, walking toward her, gesturing to the stairs. “I can show you around and show you all the security, and you can make your decision once you’ve seen the house.”

      Immediately, Cassidy nodded, looking up at him with not just relief but trust brimming in her hazel eyes. Trust that he knew what he was doing. Trust that he would keep her safe.

      Something squeezed inside his chest.

      He was so fucked.
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      Cassidy

      The house was stunning. When she pictured a safehouse, she’d been picturing living inside a safe or something. A lot fewer windows. Less furniture. Definitely not somewhere that was beautiful, inside and out. Or somewhere that felt more temporary. Like a rental.

      The second-floor room David showed her was nice, but the third floor was even better. It was obviously set up for guests, with two smaller rooms furnished with beds, a bathroom, and a huge rec-type room complete with a kitchenette. It was almost like an apartment unto itself; the only thing it was missing was a stove and oven, though there was a toaster oven and a microwave. If she wanted to, she could stay up here and be completely private, though if she wanted to actually cook, she would need to go down to the first floor.

      “I think I’d like to stay up here,” she said, standing in the middle of the rec room. The house beside this one was close enough that she could see their windows, though their shades were drawn. Somehow, she liked the closeness. When she looked down, she saw nothing but yard on both sides. The bushes that divided them were too low for anyone to hide behind.

      Unless Don could scale brick walls, he wasn’t getting up here. For a moment, she considered the idea of a grappling hook or something like that, but then he would have to break the window, and Jensen had already explained that the glass was incredibly difficult to break through. It wasn’t bulletproof, and firefighters weren’t going to have any difficulty getting in with their axes, but a regular hammer would bounce right off. He’d even offered to demonstrate, though Cassidy had reassured him that she trusted him.

      “Absolutely,” Jensen said. “I guess if David’s done showing you my house, we can go get your bags.” He snickered when David shot him a look.

      “You can go get her bags, Baby,” David said, making Cassidy and Kincaid blink. It didn’t sound like he was using ‘baby’ as an endearment, yet she couldn’t think of another reason why.

      “Yes, Sir, Ginger, Sir,” Jensen said with a salute, clicking his heels together, though they didn’t actually click since he was wearing tennis shoes. David rolled his eyes, though the corners of his lips tipped up in amusement. Since he didn’t smile much, Cassidy was intrigued by the small change in expression.

      “Ginger for the red hair?” she asked.

      David turned back to her, one hand rising to slide his fingers through the red hair in question.

      “It’s my call sign… was my call sign when we were active duty. We still use the same ones when we’re on a mission now, though we try to call each other by our real names for the most part when we’re not. Otherwise, Baby gets snippy.” The little smile on his face widened into an honest-to-goodness grin, and Cassidy couldn’t help but stare.

      As hot as he was when he was brooding, he was even more attractive when he smiled. Especially when he was smiling at her. Her body was coming to life in a way she found utterly disturbing, mostly because it was so unexpected. His gaze met hers, and she felt a little zing go through the room… though she couldn’t tell if she was the only one feeling it.

      “Is he ‘Baby’ because he’s the youngest?” she asked, dragging her gaze away from David’s and returning to look around the room.

      “Yes.”

      “Aren’t you all called the Spice Doms at the club?” Kincaid asked, not bothering to hide the laughter in his voice. Cassidy spun around again to look at David, whose grin had dropped into a look of resignation.

      “Also, yes. The subs were kind of responsible for our call signs after seeing us together at the club. They came up with their own names for us, and they kind of stuck.” He shrugged ruefully, though he was still watching Cassidy rather than looking at Kincaid. She wasn’t sure what kind of reaction he was hoping to get from her, but she couldn’t help but giggle as he explained. “I’m Ginger, Mason is Posh, Drew is Sporty, Claudia is Scary, and Jensen…”

      “Aw, poor Baby,” she said, outright laughing this time, though she quickly tried to stifle it when she heard Jensen coming up the stairs. His footfalls were very heavy, though he was moving fast. They all went out into the hall to meet him and saw that he had both duffles slung over his shoulders, the straps crossing across his chest, and her roller case in his hand.

      Yet he hadn’t even broken a sweat coming up two flights of stairs with all of that on him.

      “Luggage delivery,” he said with a grin, coming to a halt on the landing. “Which room did you want to take?”

      Cassidy immediately pointed to the one closest to him. Both rooms were nice, but she wanted the one closer to the staircase. Just in case there was an emergency at night; that way, she’d be right next to the stairs. Also, there was a window that was right over the porch roof, so that if danger came up the stairs, she could go out that window and not have to drop down as far. If she could hang from the windowsill, she’d only fall about a floor before hitting the porch roof, which was gently sloped, so she could roll over to the edge of it and then drop down onto the flowerbeds below.

      The other bedroom looked out over the side and the back, and she didn’t want to have to jump out a third-story window straight to the ground if she had another option.

      “Perfect,” Jensen said cheerfully, heading into her chosen room. She was starting to think he was never anything but cheerful, which was nice since they were going to be living together. Don had rarely been cheerful, even in the beginning of their relationship. She’d taken his seriousness to mean that he was a serious guy and that he would be serious about her. Now, cheerful sounded good.

      Which made it hard to explain why she was so drawn to David.

      Maybe her internal ‘picker’ was broken.

      Or maybe she just felt safe with him, even if he was serious and broody.

      “I’ve got to get back to the office,” David said, glancing at his watch before looking up at her and Kincaid. “If you think you’d be up for it, I could gather everyone together to come over here for dinner. Let you get to know the team a little better right off the bat and give Kincaid a chance to hang out with us a little more before he goes back to D.C.”

      “Sure, Ginger,” Jensen called from the bedroom, a series of thuds emitting at the same time as he put down her bags. “Just give them a tour of my house and then invite everyone over to dinner.”

      “Well, we could do it at someone else’s, but I thought Cassidy might be tired of traveling for today,” David retorted.

      Jensen appeared in the doorway, grinning widely.

      “I’m just joshing ya,” he said. “Dinner here sounds great. You’re buying. Kincaid can take the other guest bedroom if he wants.”

      “Noted,” David said dryly, raising his eyebrow in question at her and Kincaid.

      Kincaid looked at her.

      “I love the idea, but don’t feel like you have to stay if you don’t want to…” Her voice trailed off because part of her was sad to see him go. In some ways, he was her last tie to Stronghold and D.C. Once he left, it was just her in this new place, with new people and a whole new life.

      As usual, Kincaid seemed to read her thoughts rather than listening to what she was saying. He was unnervingly good at that.

      “I’ll stay.” He smiled reassuringly at her before turning to David. Something altered in his expression, making it seem like the two men were facing off. Measuring each other up. “It’ll be good to hang out with the team a bit. Plus, not having to drive three hours home on the same day sounds nice.”

      “What about Zach?” she asked. Zach was his boyfriend, a really super sweet guy who also happened to be a sadist. She didn’t want to put them out if Zach was expecting Kincaid to come home, and she had the sneaking suspicion that Kincaid was only staying because he thought she’d be more comfortable if he did.

      “I’ll give him a call. I have an overnight bag in the car with me. Zach knew I might not feel like driving home tonight. And this is better than grabbing a hotel room.” Kincaid flashed a grin at her. “As David said, I could use some time hanging out with the team, too.”

      It made her feel a little better that he wasn’t putting himself out just for her.
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      David

      The dinner idea had been an impromptu one, but it was one of his better ones. No emotional or physical entanglements with the client, but also, this wasn’t their usual kind of case, and he wanted Cassidy to know and trust the rest of the team. Since she didn’t have a single bodyguard assigned to her or even a pair, they needed her to respond quickly to all of them.

      Mrs. Tulieman also ended up being invited by Jensen when she brought her pie over, which she was very pleased about and which meant she would be even more invested in keeping an eye on Cassidy. The friendly older lady was sharp as a whistle and kept up with all the neighborhood gossip. If someone came around looking for Cassidy, she would be one of the first to know, and now she knew to tell Jensen, his brother Mick, or one of the other team members immediately.

      “You should come to game night,” Claudia was telling Cassidy. Dinner was long since over, and the groups had spread out a bit around the first floor. Mason and Mick were in the kitchen cleaning up while Jensen and Kincaid kept them company, chatting. Kincaid had finally relaxed enough to take his eyes off Cassidy, which was a good sign.

      Claudia, Naomi, and Cassidy had taken over one of the couches in the living room, their backs to the dining room where David was standing next to the table, sipping the beer he’d been nursing all evening. Lincoln and his wife Ashley had come for dinner but left as soon as it was over. She’d just recently gotten over the flu and still tired easily, which made Lincoln hover. Mrs. Tulieman left at the same time, giving Cassidy a hug and welcoming her to the neighborhood.

      David could have gone to join the other guys in the kitchen, but he found himself reluctant to do so. He was also smart enough not to infringe on lady time. So, he just stayed put and listened. There was no harm in learning more about their new client. It would help him make sure that they protected her better.

      As team leader, with everything else that was going on, making sure she didn’t fall through any cracks was important. Plus, he needed to get a gauge of her personality, make sure she wasn’t the type to try to dodge her protection and put more work on him and his team. If she was, they’d still protect her, but it would mean taking different measures.

      Yup. That was why he was standing here listening to Cassidy’s conversation rather than in the kitchen having his own. No other reason.

      “Game night?” Cassidy asked hesitantly.

      “Yeah, it’s ladies only, Thursday nights at my house,” Claudia said, glancing over her shoulder at David. He wasn’t surprised she’d realized he was there. “You don’t have to come every week. Whoever can come is welcome. There’s usually a bit of a rotation. There are a couple other subs from the club who come. Ashley comes sometimes, and we have a good time.”

      “What kind of games do you play?”

      “Depends on how many people show up,” Naomi replied. “Claudia has shelves full of games. If only one person shows up to play with her, she has a selection to choose from. If ten people show up, she has a selection to choose from. If six people show up, you’re probably playing Seven Wonders.”

      “It is my favorite,” Claudia confessed, grinning.

      “It’s a lot of fun. You should definitely try to make it. Even if you’re not into playing games, it’s nice to hang out,” Jennifer put in.

      Cassidy twisted around from where she was sitting to look at David, giving him a bit of a start. He hadn’t realized she knew he was there. If he had…

      Well, no, he probably still wouldn’t have retreated to the kitchen if he was being honest with himself. His reasons for listening in were good, and it wasn’t like he was hiding it. He was just trying to be discreet.

      “Is it okay if I go to game night?” she asked him.

      Fuck. He recognized the thrill that went through him as she asked permission, his control freak of a Dom trying to surge up in recognition of a pretty submissive who he was more attracted to than he wanted to admit, ceding any kind of control to him. He pushed back against that instinct because she was not his submissive, and she was not asking in that capacity.

      She was asking because she was under their protection—his protection—in a way that had nothing to do with kink.

      “Yes,” he said, doing his best to keep his voice even, especially with Claudia watching. She read him a little too well sometimes. “Claudia’s place is secure. If at any point we’re worried your ex might actually know where you are, we may move game night here for a bit, but obviously, right now, that isn’t a concern.”

      “Great, thank you!” Cassidy was a lot more relaxed now, and David was happy to see it. She should be able to relax because she was as safe as she could be.

      Going from D.C. to Pennsylvania, Kincaid would have noticed and mentioned a tail. Plus, the second he’d shown up, the guard at the booth had taken note of all cars going by the building during the next half hour. They had cameras on the building, too, of course, and part of David’s afternoon had been spent looking at the tape for the hour after Kincaid and Cassidy arrived. Every single car that had passed by had Pennsylvania license plates, and no pedestrians had walked by during that time.

      If someone had followed them from the office, he would have noticed because he’d been looking the entire time, even knowing it was unnecessary.

      He took another sip of his beer, leaning against the wooden frame that outlined the large opening separating the dining room from the living room. Listening. Observing.

      Ignoring how damn attractive Cassidy was when she relaxed enough to smile and laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Don

      Staring at the computer screen, Don cursed.

      What the hell was Cassidy doing in Pittsburgh? And where in Pittsburgh was she? The trackers he’d inserted into her shoes were spread out. A couple pairs here, a couple pairs there…

      His jaw clenched as anger rippled through him.

      Bad enough that those assholes at Stronghold had broken them up, manipulating her into thinking that the way they expressed their love and devotion to each other was wrong, but now they’d actually moved her to another state? And yes, he knew it was them.

      Fucking interfering, snobby ass, think they know everything kinksters. They preached about there being no one true way, but then they thought they could dictate everyone’s relationships, anyway. They still thought there was a wrong way.

      Cassidy had been a good girl before that night.

      She hadn’t been perfect—if she had, she would never have tried to use something so stupid as a safe word, and she’d have just trusted him to take care of her, the way he always had—but she’d been close.

      Then they’d ruined everything. Convinced her that he was a bad guy. Convinced her that she should stay away from him.

      They couldn’t keep them apart forever.

      Cassidy was his.

      No matter where they moved her to. He’d find her.

      And Pittsburgh wasn’t very far away at all.
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