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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 original six-man team is referred to as the Sexy Six-Pack, as they were dubbed by Kristen Sawyer, née Anders, or the Alpha Team. Trident had since expanded and former members of the military and law enforcement have been added to the staff. The company is located on a guarded compound, which was a former import/export company cover for a drug trafficking operation in Tampa, Florida. Three warehouses on the property were converted into large apartments, the TS offices, gym, and bunk rooms. There is also an obstacle course, a Main Street shooting gallery, a helicopter pad, and more features necessary for training and missions.

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team)

        and Their Significant Others

      

      

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

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

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

        	
Jake “Reverend” Donovan: retired Navy SEAL; temporarily assigned to run the West Coast team; sniper; fiancé/Dom of Nick; brother of Mike; Whip Master at The Covenant.

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

        	
Marco “Polo” DeAngelis: retired Navy SEAL; communications specialist and back up helicopter pilot; husband/Dom of Harper; father to Mara.

        	
Nick “Junior” Sawyer: Ian and Devon’s brother; current Navy SEAL; fiancé/submissive of Jake.

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

        	
Angelina “Angie/Angel” Sawyer: graphic artist; wife/submissive of Ian.

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

        	
Millicent “Harper” DeAngelis: lawyer; wife/submissive of Marco; mother of Mara.

      

      
        
        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.

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

        	
Shelby Christiansen: stay-at-home mom; two-time cancer survivor; wife/submissive of Parker.

        	
Curt Bannerman: retired Navy SEAL; owner of Halo Customs, a motorcycle repair and detail shop; husband of Dana; stepfather of Ryan, Taylor, Justin, and Amanda. Lives in Iowa.

        	
Dana Prichard-Bannerman: teacher; widow of retired SEAL Eric Prichard; wife of Curt; mother of Ryan, Taylor, Justin, and Amanda. Lives in Iowa.

        	
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.

        	
Doug “Bullseye” Henderson: retired Marine; contract bodyguard.

        	
Rick and Eileen Michaelson: Boomer’s parents; guardians of Alyssa. 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; Whip Master at Covenant.

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

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

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

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

        	
Dr. Trudy Dunbar: Psychologist.

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

      

      
        
        The Omega Team and

        Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        	
Cain “Shades” Foster: retired Secret Service agent.

        	
Tristan “Duracell” McCabe: retired Army Special Forces


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

        	
Darius “Batman” Knight: retired Navy SEAL.

        	
Kip “Skipper” Morrison: retired Army; former LAPD SWAT sniper.

        	
Lindsey “Costello” Abbott: retired Marine; sniper.

      

      
        
        Trident Support Staff

      

      

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

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

      

      
        
        Members of Law Enforcement

      

      

      
        	
Larry Keon: Assistant Director of the FBI.

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

        	
Calvin Watts: Leader of the FBI HRT in Tampa.

      

      
        
        The K9s of Trident

      

      

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

        	
Spanky: A rescued Bullmastiff with a heart of gold, owned by Parker and Shelby.
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      “Oh, my darlin’,

      Oh, my darlin’,

      Oh, my darlin’, Clementine.

      You are lost and gone forever,

      Dreadful sorry, Clementine.”

      The song being sung repeatedly helped Christie emerge from a deep sleep. As the fog slowly cleared from her mind, it occurred to her she had no idea where she was or who was singing. Realizing it wasn’t a dream, she opened her eyes but couldn’t see a thing. A blindfold only allowed a small sliver of light to show through. She struggled to sit up, but her limbs wouldn’t move—they were restrained to the point where she was spread eagle on a mattress. Her first thought was she must be in a private room at the club, Heat, and coming out of subspace. But the stench of urine and lack of thumping club music told a different story.

      Panic was starting to set in, and she thrashed against the restraints. A ball gag in her mouth prevented her from screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Oh, goodie. You’re awake, my darling Clementine. Now the fun can begin.”

      Christie turned her head toward the deep voice she didn’t recognize. Whoever he was, he knew the nickname she went by in the BDSM club she frequented. That’s where she’d been last . . . wasn’t it? No . . . wait . . . the last thing she remembered was leaving her friends at a bar they’d gone to and going home. Her visit to Heat had been the night before. Or had more time passed since then? She had no clue.

      Her naked body trembled as footsteps scraped across the floor, approaching her. The blindfold was yanked from her face, and she blinked against the harsh overhead lightbulb. When her vision focused, she stared at the man standing over her with an evil grin and a bullwhip in his hands. They were in a damp room with concrete walls covered in dirt and . . . oh God! Was that blood?

      Fear, unlike anything she’d ever known, attacked every cell in her body. She finally recognized him. He was a Dom, but she’d never played with him before. He was into the stuff she had on her hard limit list, so she’d avoided him the few times he’d shown up at the club. So what was she doing with him now? She couldn’t remember when she’d seen him last—it had to have been, at least, a few weeks ago.

      Struggling to pull her arms and legs free, she tried to ask him what was going on as tears rolled down her temples. “Mmm-umm-mmmm?”

      “What’s that?” He dramatically cupped his ear. “I couldn’t quite hear you. Oh, that’s right, you can’t exactly talk with the ball gag, can you? Sorry, Clementine, but that stays in place for now. Don’t worry, though. When I return in a little while, I’ll remove it. After all, I want to hear you scream before you die.”
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      Turning off the engine of his Ford F150, Brody Evans sighed. How the fuck he had been roped into this, he didn’t know, but his boss definitely owed him. Ian Sawyer, co-owner of Trident Security, had been called away on urgent business at the Pentagon. Meanwhile, the rest of their six-man team of former Navy SEALs-turned-private security operatives were all scattered on either professional or personal business. That left him to escort Ian’s fiancée, Angie Beckett, to a local bakery to taste-test wedding cakes. The big event was six weeks away, and the couple suddenly found themselves without a baker after the one they’d hired closed up shop without notice. At least Brody would satisfy his sweet tooth with some, hopefully, yummy pastries.

      Across the bench seat, Angie opened her door at the same time he did. Meeting her in front of the truck, he scanned the area. Being aware of his surroundings was second nature, especially when Angie was with him. The two had become friends after he’d bought the house next to hers over a year ago and then ended up on her protection detail when her life had been in danger. He loved all his teammates’ significant others, but he’d developed an extra special bond with his boss’s woman—strictly platonic, of course. Not that he didn’t think she wasn’t downright smokin’ hot, but he valued his job, his friendship with Ian, and his life too much to do something stupid like hit on her. And even though they all participated in the BDSM lifestyle, Ian didn’t share as some of them did.

      Holding open the door to Fancy Creations for Angie, he followed her inside and inhaled deeply. Holy crap, it’s a diabetic’s nightmare in here. Thank God he wasn’t a diabetic. His mouth watered at all the delicious smells. He would have to take some of the sweet confections home with him.

      A college-age woman putting a tray of goodies in a display case smiled and greeted them. “Hi, what can I get you today? We have some fresh cinnamon rolls that just came out of the oven.”

      Angie stepped over to the counter between the display cases, which had several covered trays filled with cookies and cupcakes. “Hi. We have an appointment with Fancy about a wedding cake.”

      “Oh, sure. She’ll be out in a minute.” The cute blonde pointed at a few tables on the opposite side of the shop, several of which were taken by people chatting and eating pastries. “You can have a seat over there. Can I bring you some coffee?”

      “That would be great, thanks.”

      Stepping over to the coffee machine, she glanced at Brody and got her first unobstructed view of him, her eyes growing wide as she took in his six-foot-two, two-hundred-fifteen-pounds-of-solid-muscle body. His mouth moved upward into the dimpled grin which made many a woman drop to her knees in front of him and let his Texas drawl rumble out a little stronger than usual. “Thanks, darlin’. Milk and sugar in both. Can ya’ll box up a dozen of those cinnamon rolls for me, too? I’ll bring ʼem back to work for everyone.”

      When he winked at her, a blush appeared on her cheeks before she nodded and almost knocked over a tower of unused coffee cups. Following Angie over to the table, Brody sat beside her as she rolled her eyes. Leaning closer to him so she couldn’t be overheard, she teased, “You’re such a man-whore, Egghead.”

      “It’s a God-given talent to make women of all ages blush, and I’m damn glad he blessed me with it.” Part of him was being cocky, but his friends all knew it was true. He was a natural flirt, and nothing turned him on more than when a woman blushed as he imagined what other parts of her body would turn the same shade of pink.

      She laughed at him, then her eyes shifted toward the door to the shop’s kitchen. He followed her gaze, and his mouth watered again at what he saw. The woman walking toward them was about five-foot-five with curves that could knock a man’s eyes out of their sockets. The fact that she was wearing an unflattering white chef’s outfit did nothing to stop his appreciation of her luscious body. Her auburn hair was pulled up into a neat bun at the crown of her head, and her brilliant, green eyes reminded him of the soft moss found in the forest surrounding Trident’s safe house in North Carolina. In his mind, her movements slowed, and some cheesy porn music began to play. Her smile lit up the room and caused a stirring in his groin.

      She was only a few steps away when he realized he was staring. Giving himself a mental shake, he stood as she reached them.

      “Hi, I’m Fancy Maguire.” Her gaze was focused on Angie, who had remained seated. “You must be Angie and Ian. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Brody snorted. “Not.” At her startled expression, he scrambled to clarify. “Sorry. This is Angie, but I’m not Ian.”

      Glancing at a clipboard and papers she’d brought with her, along with a photo album, she frowned. “I’m sorry. Did I get that wrong when I spoke to you on the phone?”

      Smacking Brody’s hip, Angie rolled her eyes again. “No, you didn’t. This is our friend, Brody. My fiancé, Ian, was called out of town on business, so I dragged him along.”

      The baker was clearly relieved with that information if her sigh was any indication. “Oh, good. Thought I’d made an error from the get-go, which isn’t a way to make a good impression in this business.”

      When Fancy extended her hand toward Brody, he took it in both of his and brought it to his lips. After kissing her knuckles, he winked at her. “There is absolutely no way you could make a bad impression, darlin’. My name is Brody Evans, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Narrowing her eyes a little at his boldness, Fancy tugged on her hand, attempting to remove it from his grasp while trying not to be rude. He knew if they weren’t in a business setting and he wasn’t a customer, she would have no problem blurting out the words, which had to be on the tip of her tongue. Awesome. He loved when he had to work a little before cozying up to a woman. The chase drew him in and made the end result that much better. And since the lovely lady didn’t have a ring on her finger, she was fair game for his charm.

      The second her mouth began to turn into a frown, he knew it was time to let go. Releasing her, he gave her another wink and then waited for her to take the seat across the table from them before he sat down again. “Not that I wouldn’t mind the beautiful Ms. Angelina Beckett being my fiancée, but I have no desire to be Ian. He doesn’t have enough fun in his life unless Angie is with him. Me? I’m all for fun and games.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Fancy murmured to his delight before turning her attention to Angie. “Now, I remember you saying your baker closed up shop, and the event is in six weeks.”

      The bride-to-be nodded as the young woman manning the counter brought over their coffees and placed them on the table. Brody grinned at her, causing the blonde to turn pink again, while Angie thanked her before responding to the baker. “Yes. Without warning, his place closed. I know many people are trying to get their deposits back. Our wedding date is October 15th.”

      “Do you have a picture of the cake you chose? We can start there.”

      Pulling out printouts she’d made this morning, Angie handed them over. “This was what we had decided on, but honestly, looking at them now, I’m not sure if it’s what I want anymore. There just seems to be something missing, but I don’t know what it is.”

      Fancy studied the two pictures—a close-up and a wide-angle version—then opened the photo album and flipped through several pages. “It’s a good start, but I think we can jazz it up a little more. Where is the wedding being held?”

      “The Vinoy in St. Petersburg.”

      “Great. Love that place—it’s so elegant—and we’ve done several weddings there recently.” She found the pictures she sought and turned the album around for Angie to see. “This we did just a few weeks ago. Instead of the white plastic separators between the tiers, the venue supplied the wine glasses, which we inverted. Then the bride arranged for the small floral pieces that we put under each glass to match the table centerpieces.”

      “Oh, I love that! It’s different, and that’s exactly what I’m looking for. Brody, what do you think?”

      He’d barely been paying attention to their conversation. Instead, he’d been studying Fancy’s face. It was rounded and full, with just a hint of dimples when she smiled. A smattering of freckles rose up and over her nose from one cheek to the other. While he had no doubt she was a headstrong, competent businesswoman, he’d bet a year’s membership to The Covenant she was a sexual submissive. Being in the lifestyle for over ten years, he could spot one a mile away. The problem was sometimes women didn’t know it, or if they did, they were too afraid to explore that part of their sexuality. “Hmm? What?”

      Angie pointed to the album as his gaze went back and forth between the two women. “The cake. What do you think of this cake?”

      Glancing at the photo, all he saw was a huge white cake with lots of flowers. “It’s nice, but don’t go by my opinion. All men care about is what it tastes like. Sweet and yummy is all I need to satisfy me.”

      This time, Fancy rolled her eyes while Angie groaned beside him. It was clear they both knew he was talking about something other than a cake. “Why did I bother to bring you with me?”

      It was a rhetorical question, which he didn’t bother to answer as he continued to observe the woman sitting across from him. Fancy turned her head to address her employee, who returned to her post behind the counter. “Jamie, can you ask Sal to bring out the samples for Ms. Beckett to try?”

      “Sure.”

      A grin spread across Brody’s face. It didn’t escape his notice that he was intentionally omitted from her question. Well, we’ll just see about that. He was looking forward to tasting anything the beautiful baker was offering.

      Sal, a short, older man dressed in white with an apron wrapped around his waist, brought out a tray laden with several small plates, topped with slices of assorted cakes—each more delicious-looking than the last. The man had also supplied two forks so Brody didn’t have to search for one or use his fingers. Either way, he was definitely sampling the delicacies. He listened as Fancy explained each one, from the type of cake and filling to the icing, and then stole a bite after Angie had taken hers. They were so scrumptious that he had no shame in taking a second taste of each. If the rest of Fancy’s pastries were this good, he would stop in often. The bonus to that was he’d be seeing a lot more of her, and a plan of seduction began to take root in his mind.

      Ultimately, he and Angie agreed the best was the champagne cake with a strawberry buttercream filling and fondant icing. The women then discussed the decorations for the cake, and Fancy explained what Angie needed to order from her florist. As the baker finished writing up the order and took the deposit check, Brody sipped the last of his coffee. When she gave Angie the receipt and a business card, he held out his hand. “Mind if I get one of those business cards, too?”

      If he hadn’t been observing her so intently, he might have missed the fraction of a second’s hesitation before she gave him a forced smile. “Sure. Are you planning on getting married soon, too?”

      He smirked as he accepted the small card. “You never know, darlin’. I’m just waiting for the right woman to come along, and one never knows when their soul mate will cross their path.”

      The sadness that briefly clouded her eyes wasn’t lost on him, and he wondered what had brought it on—the word “soul mate,” maybe? Whatever it was from, it didn’t scare him off. In fact, it made him want to take her into his arms and comfort her, among other things. For now, though, he would leave things be and look forward to the next time he visited Miss Fancy Maguire’s bakery—which he planned on doing tomorrow.

      After they’d climbed into his truck with the bag full of cinnamon rolls, Brody noticed Angie grinning at him in amusement. “What? What’s that look for?”

      Shrugging her shoulder, she snickered. “It looks like the pretty baker teased more than your taste buds.”

      Laughing, he started the engine. “That she did, you little brat. And I plan on having her tease me some more real soon.”

      “Well, you still haven’t told me who you’re bringing to the wedding. Maybe you can bring her. I like her.”

      He pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side. All of his buddies had settled down, and the funny thing was everyone had thought Brody would be the first to fall. “Maybe . . . and I like her, too.”

      There was a moment of silence between them as he pulled out of the parking lot into the afternoon traffic. “Brody? Do you mind stopping at Donovan’s for another cup of coffee? There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

      At her wistful tone, his eyes narrowed as he glanced at her. “Everything all right, sweetheart?”

      “Yes! Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I just . . . well, I’ll explain when we get there.”

      Relieved there wasn’t anything seriously wrong, he nodded, then prepared to change lanes. “Okay. Sure.”

      Since Donovan’s was only two blocks away, it wasn’t long before they walked into the pub, which belonged to Mike Donovan, brother of Brody’s co-worker Jake. The owner waved from behind the bar where he chatted with two old-timers who were constant fixtures during the weekday afternoons. Instead of taking his usual seat at the far end of the bar, Brody followed Angie to one of the booths along the left side wall. Knowing all of the Trident men hated having their backs to the front door of any place they were in, Angie sat in the booth facing the rear of the restaurant.

      Brody glanced around before sitting across from her, noting that Jenn Mullins wasn’t working today. The twenty-one-year-old was considered a niece to the men of Trident Security, as they’d been her father’s teammates on SEAL Team Four and watched her grow from an infant to the beautiful young lady she’d become. In the aftermath of her parents’ murders two years ago, she’d come to live with Ian, who was her godfather. Now, she had her own apartment in the secure Trident compound while attending classes at the University of Tampa.

      After asking the older, dark-haired waitress for coffee for both of them, Brody rested his elbows on the table and stared at Angie curiously. “Spill it. What’s on your mind?”

      Taking a deep breath, Angie let it out slowly. “I was talking to Ian the other day about an idea I had, and he agreed I should ask you. Since we’re one bridesmaid short, and you’re supposed to walk down the aisle with Marco and Harper, I was wondering if you would . . . well, if you would walk me down the aisle, instead, and give me away?”

      Stunned, his mouth fell open, but he didn’t answer her as she rushed to continue. “I mean, I always thought my dad or brother would be here for me, and after they both passed away, I thought Jimmy would. But . . .” She swallowed hard and fingered the BDSM collar her Dom/fiancé had given her. “Since that’s no longer an option, I would really love it if you would do it. Ian and I might have never met if it hadn't been for you.”

      She had lost her older brother when she was a child and then both her parents when she was in college. Her best friend, Jimmy Athos, had been there for her since high school and had become her family as both of them were alone in the world after he’d lost his sister and mother. Athos had worked for the DEA, and it was the result of one of his undercover ops that Ian and the rest of Trident had been tasked with keeping his best friend safe. It was during that time that Ian and Angie had fallen in love. When dirty DEA agents kidnapped Jenn and Angie as a way to get to Athos, the man was shot and killed during the otherwise successful rescue.

      All choked up, Brody cleared his throat as he reached across the table for her hand. “I’d be honored to give you away, Angie. Absolutely honored.”
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      After Fancy had completed the deposit slip for the past two day’s receipts, she slipped it into the canvas bank bag along with a stack of cash and checks. Miguel, an assistant pastry chef, was out in the kitchen, decorating the popular oversized cupcakes they sold, which had been baked earlier. He would start cleaning the counters and appliances in a little while before clocking out at 5:00 p.m. Sal had left two hours ago at the end of his nine-hour shift, which had begun at 4:00 a.m. Having arrived at the shop an hour after him, Fancy felt the effects of the long day and couldn’t wait to get home to a nice hot bath.

      Grabbing the deposit bag and her purse, she glanced around her office to ensure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She locked the door behind her, then said goodbye to Miguel before heading to the front of the shop. Her afternoon staff, Carol and Bernice, had been working for Fancy since she’d first opened the bakery a year ago, and she trusted them to close for her in the late afternoons.

      Waving goodbye to them as they helped customers, Fancy headed for the door, digging into her purse for her keys. When the bell on the front door jingled, she glanced up to see Corey enter, and she smiled at her brother-in-law. “Hi. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to take you to the bank, and then I thought we could grab dinner if you’re hungry.”

      Corey had been a godsend these past few years since his brother, who’d been Fancy’s husband, had died in a car accident, which had left her in a coma for several weeks. He’d taken care of the funeral and everything else until she’d recovered physically and mentally and then supported her decision to open the bakery. It had been Patrick’s and her dream before his death, and one she knew he would want her to have with or without him.

      She sighed because as much as she loved Corey’s company, she was too tired tonight to go out. “I’m actually not hungry and really just want to go home, take a hot bath, read for a bit, and go to bed early. And you don’t have to take me to the bank.”

      His brown eyes narrowed as he held the door open for her. It never stopped to amaze her how much the dark-haired brothers had looked alike despite being born two years apart. Corey had been the younger sibling, which made him her age of twenty-nine, but many people thought the men had been twins, especially once they’d hit their teens and puberty. Not Fancy, of course. She’d never had trouble telling them apart, but she could see why other people did. “After the vandalism yesterday, I want to make sure you have no problems carrying all that money.”

      Heading to her car in the attached parking lot, she glanced up at the outside brick wall of her shop. Her landlord had arranged for it to be power-washed yesterday after the police took a report and pictures, but she could still see faint traces of the spray paint that had been used to write vile things. “I’m sure it was just a bunch of kids being jackasses. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were those teens I kicked out of the shop last week for being loud and rude to the customers.”

      She used her remote to unlock her Altima, and Corey opened the door for her. “It could be, but I’d still rather go with you to the bank.”

      Smiling up at him as she climbed in, she tossed her purse and the deposit bag on the passenger seat. “Who am I to turn down a six-foot-one firefighter who wants to double as my bodyguard?”

      “Smart ass,” he retorted with a grin. “I’ll follow you over.”

      It was only four blocks to the bank she used, and when they arrived, Corey got out of his pickup truck and escorted her to the outside money drop-box. “Are you sure you don’t want to go grab dinner? Or we could bring something in.”

      They strolled back to where they’d parked after she’d deposited the canvas bag into the secured box. “I’m sure. Sorry, but it’s just one of those days, and I’m exhausted.”

      Gently grabbing her elbow, he stopped her in her tracks. “Don’t apologize, Fancy. You’ve come a long way this past year and should be proud of yourself. But I don’t want you pushing yourself to the point of exhaustion. And if you’re tired, you’re tired. No big deal. Go home and get to sleep early, and maybe we’ll go out tomorrow night. After that, I’m on duty four nights straight.”

      She went up on her tippy-toes and kissed his cheek. “Dinner tomorrow sounds great. You can pick me up at the shop, and we'll go to that new Mexican place.”

      His grin widened. “Now you’re talking. I’ll see you tomorrow, but text me when you get home so I know you got there safe.”

      It wasn’t an odd request from him. When Fancy started driving again after recovering from the accident, she was so tense she was surprised she didn’t get into another one. At first, Corey had followed her home, but then she gained more confidence, so he didn’t need to. However, he still insisted she call or text him when she had gotten to her destination without incident.

      After saying goodbye, she started the engine and drove home to her little apartment. It was much smaller than the house Patrick and she had bought a year after they married. While the three-bedroom ranch had been more than they needed for the two of them at the time, they’d hoped to fill it with children as soon as possible. Sadly, they never had the chance.

      Locking the door behind her, she dropped her purse on the couch on her way to her bedroom, undressing as she went. No matter how clean they kept the kitchen in the shop, she always felt sticky and covered in flour when she got home, and the first thing she wanted was a shower or bath. Today, she was going with the latter.

      Passing several pictures on the hallway wall, she stopped and adjusted the one of Patrick and her the day he proposed to her on a picnic. They’d gone to the Tampa Riverwalk, and after they’d eaten lunch, he’d pulled a small ring box out of his pocket. He’d told her he’d been trying to think of a memorable way to ask her to marry him, but everything he’d thought of was too cliché. In the end, he just did it on the spur of the moment after carrying the ring around with him for two weeks, waiting for the right time. People enjoying the beautiful, sunny day had stopped to watch him get on one knee and waited for her to say yes before applauding. Another couple offered to take several pictures with Patrick’s iPhone, and the one in front of her had been perfect for blowing up and printing. They were smiling while gazing into each other’s eyes, the world at their feet and happy times ahead. Who knew it would all end far too soon?

      Stepping away before the tears she’d fought for the past two and a half years started again, she entered the bathroom and turned on the tub’s faucet. After checking the temperature of the water, she left it to fill while she shed the rest of her clothes and grabbed her robe from the back of the bedroom door.

      Her phone rang, and she checked the caller ID. It was her cousin, Kerry. Sighing, she sent it to voice mail because she wasn’t in the mood for another lecture on why she needed to get on with her life. She was getting on with it. In fact, the only thing she hadn’t done yet was date . . . and she still wasn’t ready for that. But her mind flitted to the handsome man who’d come in with her new client today.

      Brody Evans was drool-worthy, as Jamie had pointed out after he’d left with Ms. Beckett. However, the man knew it. He was an obvious flirt and the complete opposite of Patrick or any other man she’d ever been attracted to. So why couldn’t she forget how her skin had tingled when his lips had brushed the back of her hand? Her body’s response to him had startled her, and she’d tried to yank her hand away, but he’d held on tight for a few moments longer before finally releasing her. Well, whatever it was about the man that had triggered her reaction wasn’t something she would act on. She wanted stability in her life, not some charmer who probably had a new girlfriend every week.

      Before she tossed her cell phone on her bed, she quickly texted Corey to let him know she’d arrived home safely and would talk to him tomorrow. Grabbing her new book, Velvet Vixen by Kristen Anders, she decided to open a bottle of red wine and have a glass. Between the fruity alcohol, a good fictional story, and a hot bath, she would sleep well tonight. That was all she needed for now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Leaving the locker room, Brody took the stairs back up to the bar area of The Covenant, dressed in his usual Dom-wear of snug, faded jeans, a black T-shirt, and his favorite cowboy boots. He’d seen several people at the bar who he wanted to say hello to first before going into the pit, as the play area of the BDSM club had been dubbed. That was on the lower level, with the bar and sitting areas in a balcony above it.

      At the far end of the pit were two hallways leading to private playrooms. A club member, Parker Christiansen, who owned a construction company, had started on a new addition last week. More private rooms, a few with themes, were being added, but the plans for the second floor were amazing. The area would have a retractable roof for play under the moonlight, weather permitting. And to ensure privacy when the roof was open, there would be specially made netting in its place. It would let the air in, and the people could see out, but anyone trying to take pictures via a helicopter or satellite camera would only get a fuzzy, dark gray photo. The Sawyers—brothers Ian and Devon and their cousin Mitch—take their club’s security seriously, and no expenses are spared when it comes to safeguarding their members. It helped that Ian and Dev’s father was a self-made real estate billionaire, and the brothers have enormous trust funds. But you would never know it unless you were close to them, as Brody and the rest of the Trident team were. The men didn’t flaunt their wealth and had successfully established their own businesses and reputations while only using the trust funds for start-up expenses.

      Glancing around, Brody noted it was a little quiet in the bar area for a Thursday night, but based on the volume of noise from the pit, the level of activity down there was high. A few people were enjoying a pre- or post-play drink, and he headed toward a small group he knew well. The rules for pre-play drinking were strict—only two alcoholic beverages allowed—and with the computer system Brody had set up for the business, the bartender and waitstaff kept track of who was served what. Then, the security guards had hand-held computers that scanned the club members’ access cards before allowing them entry to the pit. No one was permitted in the play areas if they had exceeded the limit, but they were welcome to relax at one of the pub tables or sitting areas along the balcony and watch the scenes from there.

      As he approached the four women and two men he wanted to chat with, he noticed the serious and worried looks on their faces. His teammates, Ben “Boomer” Michaelson and Marco “Polo” DeAngelis, were there with their fiancées/submissives—Kat Maier and Harper Williams, respectively. The other two women were a married couple, Dr. Roxanne London and her submissive/wife Kayla, and it was the latter who seemed the most upset.

      He signaled the bartender, Dennis, for a bottle of his regular beer, then joined the discussion. “What’s everyone frowning about?”

      Kayla London gave him a small smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes, reminding him of the cute baker from that afternoon. But the sweet sub greeted him politely as always. “Good evening, Master Brody. We were just talking about a friend of mine from Heat, Christie Lawrence. She’s been missing since last Friday night, but we just heard about it today.”

      Heat was the second most popular private BDSM club in the Tampa area behind The Covenant. Roxy and Kayla had been members there before they’d been granted memberships here.

      Brody’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t heard about any missing persons cases recently, but then again, he’d been busy with upgrades to the Trident computer system for the past two weeks. “Where’d she go missing from?”

      His best friend, Marco, handed him the beer the bartender had placed on the counter since he stood between the bar and Brody. “From what we’ve heard, there’s no sign of foul play. Her car was parked and locked in front of her condo as usual. Her phone was in the car, but her purse was gone. No sign of a struggle. She left her friends at some bar downtown, drove home, and disappeared from the face of the earth. There’s no indication she made it into her condo either.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.” He took a swig of his beer.

      “What doesn’t sound good?”

      They all turned to greet the newcomer, Master Carl Talbot. The middle-aged man with slicked-back, salt-and-pepper hair was distinguished-looking, but he could pass for a vampire in a movie when he dressed in his black pants and dress shirt. At least the older movies. Nowadays, the Hollywood men with fangs were young and handsome, catering to teenagers who think it would be romantic to have a vampire shower them with attention. It also didn’t help Master Carl’s image when the subs found out the man was a sadist and a Whip Master at the club—not that he minded, of course. But there was also a gentle side to him, which he showed during the aftercare for a sub following a scene—after he inflicted whatever pain they were into.

      As another couple, Master Reggie Helm and his submissive/fiancée, Colleen McKinley, joined the group, Kayla and Marco went over the details again. Reggie was a lawyer whose firm handled the legal business for Trident Security and The Covenant, while Colleen had been Trident’s secretary for over a year. It had taken her a while to break the habit of calling the team members “Master” during business hours, but she was damn efficient and had just received a handsome raise for all she did for them.

      Sipping his beer, Brody scanned the bar and sitting areas. Sometimes, he and his former ménage partner, Marco, tag-teamed Harper, but only when his friend approached him about it. Brody would never ask to join them since it would make him sound like a desperate third-wheel, which he was definitely not. There were plenty of available submissives in the club he’d played with before, and he honestly had no preference over a duo or trio scene.

      When the subject changed among the group again, he turned back toward Kayla. Between her and another sub, Parker’s wife, Shelby Christiansen, they kept up-to-date on the status of the submissives—who was currently collared or in a contract. They were kind of the mother-hens of the club, along with Mistress China, a Domme and one of the Whip Masters. “Hey, Kayla. Have you been down to the sub area yet tonight?”

      “Yes, Sir, about fifteen minutes ago while my Mistress was busy.”

      “Who’s available this evening?” he asked.

      “Sasha is working in the store, Sir, and Georgia was negotiating with Master Cain earlier. Oh, and Cassandra signed a temporary contract with Master Stefan last night.”

      His eyes narrowed, but Mistress Roxanne beat him to it. Her voice was deep in reprimand. “My little subbie, I don’t think that helps Master Brody. Instead of telling him who’s unavailable, skip the gossip and tell him who is. Then we will have another discussion about your chattiness when you’re asked a direct question.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Remorse was evident in her eyes, but Brody wasn’t concerned about Roxy disciplining her sub. Kayla was a bit of a brat and masochist at times. “I apologize, Master Brody. Several new submissives passed their final training class last night, so they’re available. A few of them are downstairs already.” She paused. “Is there anything else I can help you with, Sir?”

      He shook his head, not needing any further help from her since he’d overseen several training classes and done the initial background checks on them before their memberships had been approved. He analyzed every aspect of a potential member’s life before forwarding all the information to Ian, Devon, and Mitch for final approval. “No, thanks. I’ll wander down there and do my own negotiations.”

      Excusing himself from the group and leaving his half-empty beer on the bar, he ambled over to the stairs, nodding hello to several people on the way. When he reached the security guard dressed in black dress pants, a red, button-down shirt with a black bowtie, he handed the man his membership card. The only people in the entire club who didn’t have to have their cards swiped before entering the pit were the three owners since they had written the rules.

      After getting his card back, he descended the stairs to find out what fun there was to be had for the evening. He was sure no matter what he found, it was bound to be entertaining.
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