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Dear Reader,

The story of Kaden and Sage started in Clandestine Daddy in Maren’s Anthology, Dirty Discipline 1. The book will soon be published as the prequel to Louisiana Daddies with the title, Covert Daddy. Black Ops Daddy is the culmination of these two lovers’ story. Please note, these two books should be read in order for the best experience.

Details synopsis:

Kaden Frazer

Making plans for the future? Don’t bet the farm on it. Shit happens—life, in its many unpredictable guises, gets in the way. Everything seems to be going smoothly. You can see ahead for miles, the sun’s out, everything is beautiful... then, BAM! You get sideswiped by something. Never expected that to happen, right? Dazed, you try to shake it off and figure out how to get back on the road. So, now, feeling caught out and a bit panicky, you find yourself hurriedly leafing through your playbook, looking for Plan B. Where the fuck is it? Shit. Do you even have a Plan B? See what I mean?

It’s just that nothing ever really works out the way you think it will, especially when out of the blue, you suddenly get steamrolled by this force-of-nature in the form of a sassy Babygirl. She marches into your life, gets in your face, takes you on an incredible rollercoaster ride, breaks all the goddamn rules... then stomps on your heart and disappears into thin air. What the fuck was that? Please pass the Xanax.

Kaden swore to protect the woman who wormed her way into his life. Only at the time, he hadn’t realized just how dangerous a game she was playing. Amid corruption, murder, and death, he fought the most difficult battle of his life—keeping his bratty Babygirl alive while getting lost in her untethered submission. Finding a balance was impossible... especially since the woman didn’t listen.

Sage Lewis

Who said you couldn’t predict the future? Pfft, I knew exactly where mine was heading—on a one-way, nonstop trip into the bowels of Hell! I had been working my ass off to walk the straight and narrow, and wouldn’t you know it, I landed bang-on into the arms of a Daddy Dom, who immediately began rocking my world. Oh. Good. Lord! Let me just say that I was transported from the fires of Hell to the glory of Heaven in a heartbeat! I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. It all just seemed too good to be true. Well, sure enough... it was. What’s the saying? No good deed goes unpunished? Unfortunately, as fate would have it, I was given no choice other than to eventually walk away... with a broken heart, mind you.

Sage blossomed under the care of the man who showed her the meaning of submission, one spanking at a time, while slowly crawling his way into her heart. But when chaos erupted around them, she realized there was a lot more at stake than the corruption she was investigating and tore apart any chance of a future she may have had with Kaden.

She had to walk away. Not only to keep further information from leaking that could affect national security, but to keep the man she came to love safe... and alive.

––––––––
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Please Note: Although part of the blurb is in 1st person, the book is written in 3rd person.

I hope you’ll enjoy reading this story as much as I did writing it.

Warm regards,

Linzi Basset



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Treasure Chest Floating Casino, Lake Pontchartrain, Kenner, Louisiana...

“Remind me again why we’re trussed up in these fucking restrictive penguin suits?”

Kaden Frazer watched his younger brother, Keith, tug on the black silk tie with an amused grin. He had drawn the line at wearing a bow tie. In that regard, all three of the Frazer brothers were the same. Keith, who had just celebrated his twenty-sixth birthday, was much more comfortable wearing khakis and t-shirts—a habit that wasn’t restricted to the Triple K farm. Wherever he went, his wardrobe was confined to either denim or khakis. Sartorial splendor wasn’t his thing. Even when they had a field operation, he was the one in cargo shorts and army boots. Winter, Spring, Summer, or Fall, rain or shine, his kit never changed.

“Suck it up, little brother. At least we look handsome as fuck,” Kevin, the middle brother of the trio, piped up with a smirk at the younger man. “Or are you going to pretend you haven’t noticed the women ogling us from the moment we arrived?”

“Well, the truth is, unlike you old-timers, I don’t feel the need to strut about like a puffed-up Bowerbird, trying to impress a female. You see, it’s my innate charisma, my exquisitely suntanned, muscled physique, and my hot-as-fuck attractiveness that slays women, causing them to rip off their thongs and throw them at me. Any questions, class?”

“Uh-huh. Well, aren’t you just the irrepressible swinging dick? Hung like a war pony, no doubt. The problem with that is all the blood gets drained from your brain in order to keep your cock hard. You’re then unable to speak or think. Women call your type dumb fucks. And that, little brother, ain’t nuthin’ to boast about.”

Kaden smiled at the bickering between his brothers. His palette tingled with pleasure at the aroma of dried fruits and ginger with hints of vanilla and cinnamon of the ten-year-old Macallan Fine Oak single malt whiskey he savored before swallowing it.

There was no need to look around to verify Kevin’s claim. It was a given. Wherever they went as a trio, they drew attention like a whisper buzzing through the crowd’s tight huddle like hungry mosquitoes in search of a crimson meal. Not that this was some kind of innate narcissism necessarily put on display, but rather an understanding that the space they occupied on any given evening was sure to attract the attention of any observant spectator, male or female.

“Don’t forget why we’re here, Keith. Eye on the ball, please. No foolish fuckery tonight.” A warning flashed in his eyes. “That goes for both of you.”

They were on the top deck, enjoying the view and tropical warm air that supplemented the golden glow of an early summer’s evening. The tangy zest and vibrant culture of Mardi Gras found on Bourbon Street in New Orleans infused the lively atmosphere of the Treasure Chest Casino. Other famous destinations, like Las Vegas and the Cayman Islands, were also reflected on the multi-tiered riverboat, which was why it was one of the most popular floating casinos in Louisiana. Their revenue was said to have quadrupled with the new land-based venue. It was exactly the kind of environment that attracted, like flies on shit, the gathered demimonde of gangsters, hustlers, corrupt magistrates, politicians, and run-of-the-mill ne’er-do-wells.

“Yes, Boss,” they answered in a hushed chorus, knowing full well how important it was that each and everyone be laser-focused on finding proof that Congressman Clinton Beats, Attorney General Jessica Hewitt, and FBI Director Ben Whitmore were involved with the gambling lobbyist, Jock Abrams, and by association, the mob.

The way the three of them had tried to eliminate Sage Lewis, Kaden’s fiancé, had triggered the suspicions of her Uncle Slade, who also happened to be the Deputy Director of the CIA. As an FBI Special Agent in Criminal Investigation, she had been digging further into a cold case involving fraud and insider trading on Wall Street and, to date, the largest ongoing Ponzi scheme in history, which once again resurfaced a couple of months ago.

Since Kaden owned Triple K Secure, a Black Ops, specializing in recovering kidnapped victims and protecting high-level government officials, Slade had hired them to protect her after a failed assassination attempt on her life. Kaden had offered their services to work with her to uncover the crux of the matter since the FBI had suspended her for investigating the case without their knowledge. It just didn’t add up. The FBI and the CIA, along with the Commission who was investigating it, had been busting their balls to uncover the hidden portfolios of everyone who was involved in what was referred to as the Casino Capitalism. Since only one banker was jailed at the time, seeing as they didn’t have proof of any other involvement, why would they prevent her from making known what she had found?

There was only one answer. The level of involvement went to the top, of not only the Federal institutions, but the Senate and the banking industry as well. As the saying goes, ‘The fish rots from the head.’

Nothing they had found to date was substantial enough to prove Whitmore and Hewitt were in cahoots with Beats. It appeared all communication was done verbally. There was no paper trail to authenticate any claims of corruption. This was the first opportunity they had that might change the direction of their investigation.

“Those bastards overplayed their hands.” Keith chucked down his drink. “They’re not satisfied with the billions they pocketed with the hedge funds fraud. They now want to dip their feet into the vast gambling pool as well.”

“What better way to launder money, little brother? That’s why they’re here. It’s part and parcel of a bigger picture. They can’t move the hedge fund money via the banks anymore since they realized it put them on the radar of someone like Sage.” Kevin tapped the bar, holding up three fingers to order another round of drinks. “That little minx doesn’t miss anything.”

“I still don’t get why they would want to invest in this old rust bucket.”

“Rust bucket, my ass. They’ve paid millions over the years to keep it in mint condition. Since the Treasure Chest Riverboat Casino opened in 1994, it has generated millions of dollars in revenue for the city. That has been the primary source of funding for Kenner's long-term capital projects.” Kaden gestured out over the river. “You forget the riverboat isn’t going to be here much longer. They were the first of the floating casinos to take advantage of the state law in 2018 that now allows riverboats to move their operations onto land.”

“I did forget,” Keith muttered, his brows pulled into a straight line. “So, whoever buys or bought into the business prior to the expansion will benefit hugely.”

“For one thing, they’ll be able to move liquid assets easily during the construction period. Using hedge fund money to pay for building materials, contractors, etc.,” Kevin interjected.

“The bigger question is who the actual owners of Nevada-based Lloyd Gaming are. The CEO, Dante Miller, is very media savvy, but we all know he’s just window dressing. Someone is benefiting and reaping the rewards of the billions of dollars streaming to and from the gambling industry.

“According to our research, Lloyd Gaming Corporation is one of the largest and most successful casino entertainment companies in the United States and since it was founded in 1975 as a closed trust. They currently own and operate twenty-eight gaming properties in ten states.”

“Ten? I know of Nevada, Illinois, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. Where are the rest?” Keith searched his mind.

“Just goes to show how much attention you paid to the intel report,” Kaden muttered. “It’s in Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kaden looked around with sharpened eyes. “We just need to figure out how and where Jock Abrams fits into the picture and more importantly, to what extent Lloyd Gaming is they in the overall financial fraud scheme.”

“A decoy, perhaps?” Kevin speculated amid the raucous din of the enthusiastic crowd. His gaze floated lazily over the sea of glitterati, each participant vying for more attention than the next in an effort to be noticed by the power brokers of Loo-zee-anna’s rarified elite.

“Hold on, Kaden.” Keith spun around on the bar stool to face him. “Are you implying that Beats, Whitmore, and Hewitt already have sunk their teeth into this new development? It isn’t illegal for politicians to create wealth by investing in financial instruments as long as it is lawful for them to do so and as long as it is reported as unearned income on their tax returns. Having said that, there are those powerful ones who sit on the boards of Big Pharma, Big Oil, and Big Coal, among many others, who use their political power to ram through bills favorable to their constituents. In return, they get paid hundreds of thousands of dollars for their advice. And it doesn’t stop there. When they leave office, they become high-paid lobbyists for corporations looking to successfully navigate the halls of Washington D.C.”

“All true,” Kaden said darkly. “But then there is an altogether different breed of animal that stalks the halls of power who don’t care about perceptions. They operate on the fringe and live part-time in the secretive world of gangsters and thugs. Any illicit money-making venture is done in the strictest confidence of the smartest attorneys. Everything is transactional. It’s all about money and power. It’s about mastering the art of the con. And if you can get elected to the highest office in the land, with the greatest legal minds running interference, you can tie up the courts for years and operate with near impunity. It’s a real crap shoot. People see the most powerful men in the world getting away with this shit and think, hey, if they can do it, so can I. Get rid of your detractors, and surround yourself with loyalists, sycophants—yes men.

“It’s the only thing that makes sense why Whitmore was so eager to get Sage suspended and out of the office for months. He didn’t even question the authenticity of Beats’ claim. Instead, he arbitrarily discarded Sage’s findings. They clearly wanted time to clinch the deal and ensure they were properly insinuated into a new endeavor without anyone being the wiser.”

“Unless we have concrete evidence, it’s just speculation.” Kaden sipped his drink. “No prosecutor would risk his or her reputation without having the smoking gun they would need to indict and convict in a court of law. It’s called covering your ass. I once had a brilliant criminal defense attorney look me in the eye as we debated over drinks the rule of law and if there was a moral code, if any, that was necessarily attached as a prerequisite to the practice of said profession. None whatsoever, he said. Slavery was legal for hundreds of years. So was Plessy v. Ferguson, the 1896 Supreme Court abomination of a precedent that ruled in favor of Separate but Equal. Christ, the Holocaust was legal. The words legal and moral are not synonymous. They’re like chalk and cheese. I rest my case.”

“We have to hope someone will let their guard down, particularly since officials already broke ground for the new land-based Treasure Chest Casino,” Kevin interjected. “The entire development is valued at more than a billion dollars.”

“Yeah, greed is always the perfect incentive for someone to fuck up. On the other hand, if we can convince Abrams to play along and point out the key players in exchange for a reduced sentence, the game is up.” Keith looked around. “So, where’s your woman? I thought she was meeting you here?”

“She had a meeting with Slade to discuss the details of the intel she had gathered on the Wall Street fraud and the proof she has of Beats and the second attorney general’s involvement.” Kaden held up his hand, preempting the question he suspected Keith was about to raise. “We’re not part of the meeting because my little Babygirl needed some breathing room... to get out of the house for a bit.”

“Ah, the little mite has been playing tricks on you again, hasn’t she?” Kevin laughed at the expression on Kaden’s face.

“Can’t say I blame her. She’s been frustrated as hell having her movements restricted.” Kaden grinned. “Not that I mind the tricks she plays on me. It leads to such fun acting out retribution.”

“Judging from what’s already transpired, wouldn’t her presence here tonight only trigger more suspicion from Whitmore and Beats that she’s still digging into the case?” Keith leaned against the bar and swept the crowd with a pensive gaze.

“What better place to take someone out than in a tightly-packed public venue? Besides, Sage is my fiancé. Why wouldn’t she accompany me here? Slade and I got VIP invitations to attend the dinner, where an announcement will be made about further development that would inject money into the area.”

“You and Slade only? Lovely. Where the hell are we supposed to eat?” Keith patted his stomach. “I’m already starved as it is.”

“You’re always hungry,” Kevin mumbled around a sip of his drink.

“No need to bust your balls, little brother,” Kaden said. “It’s a table sponsor event. Slade and I bought a ten-seater with five seats available to guests. Since it’s a buffet, there’ll be plenty of food to stuff your face.”

“Stuff my face, you say? My mother taught me manners, I’ll have you know.” Keith snorted in disdain. “The two of you seem to forget that I’m still a robust young man and need sustenance to feed all these bulging muscles.” He flexed his biceps, stretching tight the sleeves against their rippling girth. “Now, stuff your eyes with these beauties. You can only dream of having guns like this.”

“Please tell me we weren’t like that when we were his age, Kaden.” Kevin’s deep voice was gravelly and fractured with amusement.

“Mom would’ve slapped us silly if we pranced about like a peacock with a fanned train.” Kaden’s lips twitched as he broached a subject that always triggered a rowdy response from his adopted brother. “Not to mention wearing our hair long and tousled like a hippie.”

“Hey! My hair is my pride and joy,” Keith protested as he tossed his head proudly. “I could give Samson a run for his money,” he taunted them as the tousled length of his thick, dark blonde hair settled on his shoulders.

“You need a fucking haircut,” Kevin grunted.

“Leave him be, Kev. His hair is gorgeous, and I, for one, love it.” The sudden effect of the throaty croon sounding behind Kaden kickstarted a surge of testosterone-laden blood that settled into a rhythmic throb, pumping taut his venous length against his pants.

Since Sage had moved in with him, he had been gorging himself on his own inexhaustible supply of lust in a nightly circumnavigation of her ports-of-call. That she had such an immediate effect on his libido, bringing it to such a heightened state of arousal so quickly, was somewhat of a phenomenon since he was no longer a young, robust man whose dick became turgid at the smallest provocation. Not that he was complaining... hell, no. He basked in the immeasurable desire that she ignited in him, the consequences of which made him feel young and powerful.

“Ah! Just in time, my little savior!” A smug grin perched itself on Keith’s lips as Sage and Slade joined them. For some unknown reason, Sage had become the youngest Frazer’s self-appointed protector—something the little shit used to his advantage more often than not.

“I’m no one’s little anything, Frazer Three.” She wagged a finger in front of his nose. “I might be One’s Babygirl but I’m not a little.”

Keith held his hands up and bowed in mock supplication. “Never claimed you were, but doncha think saying it as often as you do makes it a case of, uh...” He tilted his head sideways in thought. “How did Shakespeare put it? Ah, yes! The lady doth protest too much, methinks. Hey! Not the hair!” He ducked out of the way as Sage took a swipe at his disheveled mane.

“You should be thankful my favorite prime number is three, you coltish, taunting little neophyte. Otherwise, with the athletic prowess of a field goal kicker, I’d squarely plant the open toe of one of my Jimmy Choo gladiators under your barely descended manly bits and watch your face as you hit a high C.” Her nose wrinkled as she looked down to admire the gilded high-heeled sandals that climbed her muscled calves in a latticework of leather. “What say you, my little rookie? Want to see me put my foot into it?”

“Okay... okay. There’s really no need for such violent measures, my future sis. You know I love you as much as I do these ugly brothers of mine.” Keith yanked her into a bear hug. “I’ll even fight One off if he brings out the whip.”

Sage had started calling the three Frazer brothers One, Two, and Three as a joke. Somewhere along the line, the monikers had become the norm. So much so, Kaden found himself calling his brothers Two and Three at times. He shook his head as he watched their shenanigans. Sage had brought joy and sunshine into his life—a precious gift he would cherish and protect.

“Enough monopolizing my fiancé’s attention.” Kaden’s eyes scoured the sinewy abundance of unimaginable pleasure that stood before him, snugly sheathed in a glossy, midnight-blue dress. She took his breath away. The seductive nature of that singular image filled his mind with a myriad of yet-to-be-realized debauched fantasies, which were further enhanced by the deep, metronomic thump of trip-hop music that played to the embrace of couples writhing in sync on the dance floor. He couldn’t resist tracing his fingers down the length of her spine, gorgeously bare, courtesy of the cowl neckline of the ensemble that draped open to her waist. “Where is my kiss, Babygirl?”

With her head tilted sideways, an angelic halo of incandescence caught the sculpted nature of her face to render flawless the sheen of its porcelain mask. The performance had begun. It was the practiced economy and intimate choreography of movement, combined with the knowledge of her own self-assurance, that finally captured and held hostage the rapt attention of each and every spectator.

Kaden was besotted. Transfixed by the sudden toss of silky tresses that adorned her head, he found himself lost in an infinite labyrinth of his own slavish inventions, the first of which was to become hopelessly entangled in the ropey strands of the dark red hair that framed her oval-shaped face. Unbridled lust darkened his gaze as he watched her eyes dart back and forth before settling on him.

“Here? In front of everyone?”

The thrill of watching the desire to do just that, at once, in conflict with her conservative nature, was cathartic. Knowing she would submit if he turned the invitation into a demand confirmed just how far she had journeyed in her quest to become the best submissive. Pleasing him was her goal, no matter where or when. There were times when she challenged him, delightfully so, but in the end, she always gave in to the desire to submit to his dominance.

This time, he wanted the initiative to come from her. They had been together for three months and engaged for two. It was time she acknowledged her true feelings and desires for him. All those shameless emotions that knew no boundaries would now be on public display.

Pride at her newfound courage sparked in his eyes. Without hesitation, she turned toward him, leaned in, and gently kissed his lips.

“I missed you, Daddy.”

“Hmm.” The hum of pleasure at her words drifted from his lips. A gentle touch of his hand against her waist kept her prisoner as she attempted to take a step back. “You should know better, love.”

“But...” Her eyes remained locked on his. The battle to give in to her desires versus publicly displaying her feelings glimmered in their depths. Kaden didn’t force the issue further. He waited. “You don’t play fair, One.”

“Life is a mystery, Babygirl. Having said that, within those parameters, there is one thing which I have no doubt about.”

“Do tell, Daddy.” The words fell in a whisper as her eyes drifted to his broad mouth. The yearning to shake loose the shackles holding her back and forget herself in his kiss was there for all to see.

“My love for you. You know the saying... all’s fair in love and war.”

“As I said, you don’t play fair,” she whispered, her body melted against his as her arms looped around his neck to pull him closer.

Kaden didn’t miss the spark of intent in her eyes. He knew all too well, with her sharp wit, she was well equipped to parry and riposte.

“Please tell One Junior to behave himself, Daddy,” she crooned against his lips. With subtle punctuation, she employed the tip of her tongue, as would a calligrapher with a brush, to stroke and trace the opulence of his mouth.

The warning shot in the guise of a kiss shook his equipoise, effectively rendering him disoriented on his own lusty frigate. Manipulated and pumped taut by a progression of exquisitely timed ploys, Kaden felt outgunned, ready to be broadsided. One Junior, looking on and animated with rapture, stood square and saluted the triumph of her sexual mastery.

The thought of being emasculated was never entertained... far from it. It wasn’t a problem for him, even as she looked on, to capitulate to her power and get lost in a cloud of rapture. And, just like him, she would also surrender to the moment. Feeling unencumbered for the first time, Sage poured out her affection for him in a public setting.

“Ah, Babygirl, you just made me very happy.” Mesmerized by her beauty, he tapered his gaze down to the plushness of her mouth and moved in to claim another taste of her sublime sweetness.

“Better get a room ready,” Kevin mumbled.

“I wholeheartedly agree. Fuck, there’s not a moment to lose. The very real thought of us watching this intimate play unfold, parched of any hope of being able to assuage our own lust, is very disconcerting,” Keith lamented.

Retreating from the kiss, Kaden brushed a butterfly touch over her cheek, expecting her to shy away as she normally did in public. When she didn’t, his heart skipped a beat. Sage had cautiously opened her heart from the very start of their relationship. He had declared his love numerous times, although she had yet to reciprocate in kind. Nonetheless, deep in his heart, he knew she loved him. It was only a matter of time before she expressed the same.

“Don’t give me that look, Kaden. I’m very comfortable right where I am.”

“Well, I’ll be damned. You finally did it.” Slade’s sharp retort pierced the cocoon of pleasure that wrapped itself around Kaden.

“He did what?” Sage narrowed a suspicious gaze at the two men.

“Your uncle seems to believe I finally managed to break through the wall around your heart.” Kaden smiled gently as he leaned in to steal another kiss. “I happen to know differently.”

“Oh, you do, do you? Care to explain that cryptic remark, One?” As usual, she showed her displeasure by invoking the cutting moniker like a brandished dagger.

“I didn’t break through your wall, my love. You opened the gates and let me in.”

“Ohhh,” she sighed, pleasantly surprised. Her hand crawled up and over his chest to probe the cleft in his chin, hidden beneath a dense beard. “I guess you know me better than I thought, Daddy.”

Kaden felt validated by the revelation, and with it, he felt free to bask in the radiant essence of her being, which shimmered with the emotions she no longer chose to hide.

A classic jazz standard played by the solo voice of an alto saxophone, carried on a warm breeze. Sage’s eyes brightened as she tugged on his hand.

“Come with me. I want to dance.” She batted her eyelashes to signal an abundance of sensual enticement. “Please, Daddy. Dance with me.”

“All you had to do was ask, Babygirl.”
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Chapter Two
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Even though Sage called Kaden a muscle house, he was comfortable on the dance floor, light on his feet as he twirled a smiling Sage into a second dance, this time a fiery tango. The Frazer boys grew up in a household of women who danced. Hardly a day went by without their mother or an aunt taking them by the hand to waltz or boogie around the room. Music sounded throughout the house from first light to last, flowing through them to create an unbreakable bond with each other. In the ensuing years, whenever he heard that same music, his soul would sway to the familiar sound, conjuring up memories of the times and places occupied by those very same women, who deeply loved the three boys.

When two souls begin to dance together, in all the ways that could ever matter, pure love begins to bloom.

As they twirled around the floor in a waltz, the words his mother once whispered in his ear floated through Kaden’s mind. His arms tightened around Sage as he felt the truth of it deep in his heart. His soul had been in a slow Viennese waltz with hers from day one. Having been deeply in love with his late wife, he never believed he’d ever be blessed with a second chance at happiness until Sage walked into his life. Now, the future seemed resplendent with newfound opportunities. All he had to do was keep her safe and alive.

“Your feet are moving in perfect harmony with the music, but your mind is miles away. Where are you, Daddy?”

Sage’s concerned voice sliced through the thoughts threatening to darken his mood. Apart from going to Club Rogue every week as part of training her as his submissive, it was the first time they had gone out on an official date, and here he was, on the verge of spoiling it.

“Only as far as the woman in my arms,” he said, pressing his face against her hair to breathe in the scent of her perfume.

“Trust and honesty are the foundation of our relationship. You told me that the day you asked me to marry you, and it stuck. So... tell me, honestly. What’s going on inside your head?”

“Truthfully, love. I was thinking of keeping you safe and remembering how much my mother loved dancing.”

The music changed to a romantic love song. Kaden flawlessly switched steps to move gracefully across the dance floor. His strong and confident lead guided Sage’s delicate and flowing movements. To those watching, they seemed completely in sync, as if they shared the same heartbeat.

“Do you realize this is the first time we’ve danced together?” Sage gently fondled the back of his neck, then elicited a gasp when his arm cinched tightly around her waist to pull her closer.

“Now that I know what it feels like to move intimately on the dance floor with your warm body tucked against mine, we’ll be doing this much more often.”

The music was soft and slow, playing in the background as they moved in perfect harmony. They were lost in the moment, completely focused on one another, oblivious to the people around them. As the dance progressed, their bodies melted into one another, becoming more intimately entwined with each passing moment.

“Mmm... this is pure bliss.” Sage rested her head on Kaden’s shoulder, her hair cascading in a curtain of shimmering auburn down her back. He was captivated by the look of pure contentment on her face, similar to when he gave her a special treat in response to being a good girl. A small smile graced his lips. For the first time in years, he was at peace, relaxed and confident that the path destiny was guiding him toward was cocooned in happiness and joy. He had been surprised how quickly and easily she adapted to him as her Dominant Daddy.

With a seven-year history in the military as a Special Forces operative, with the physical prowess and mental acuity required to carry out and successfully complete secretive combat missions, Sage exuded a strength of character in the pursuit of her career that some felt bordered on obsessive. It equally had the effect of rattling the thought-to-be impenetrable sense of security flaunted by those who thought they could attain power with impunity. When they personally discovered the sheer tenacity she religiously exhibited while prosecuting her cases, they became acutely aware of just how dangerously capable an adversary she was.

Even as a rookie submissive, she displayed the same passion and fiery spirit. It was a heady combination—one Kaden reveled in. They were a perfect match. She continually challenged him to test not only her own limits but also to push the boundaries of his own. It was time to increase the level of her submissive training. Of late, she was getting away with too much.

“Uh-oh, I know that look in your eyes. What have I done wrong this time?”

Once again, she surprised him with how in tune she was to his emotions and mind shifts. It bothered him that she still didn’t let him inside hers. Trust to Kaden was key in any relationship. Sometimes, he wondered if she truly trusted him. Maybe because of the kind of career she’d chosen, she had a built-in detachment and didn’t know how to open herself to anyone.

“You’ve been the perfect little Babygirl the last week or two... which worries me. Are you up to something?”

“Me?” Distilling her best look of innocence, Sage peeked through a veil of eyelashes to breathlessly inquire, “Whatever do you mean, Daddy?”

“Hmm,” he grunted. Kaden knew boredom was a dangerous state for Sage. Having reluctantly agreed to live under virtual house arrest for her own safety, she became plagued by chronic frustration, which, in turn, facilitated the manufacture of devious thoughts. Mischievous tricks and games, meant to satisfy a creative but idle mind, were surreptitiously carried out.

As a result, Kaden quickly caught on to her shenanigans. Whenever she needed to dull the insufferable ache of ennui, she acted out, knowing a spanking would surely ensue. Unfortunately for Kaden, instead of curtailing her delinquent behavior, he only enabled it. Being spanked was the spark that ignited her lust, and so, with subtle frequency and methodology, she pushed his boundaries.

Nowadays, spankings were offered as a reward for good behavior, and since she struggled to constantly be a good girl, they were kind of sparse.

“Well, since I’ve been such a good girl, don’t you think it’s time to reward me? Even if it’s only a little one?” There were no false pretenses this time. She was shamelessly playing him.

“Be patient, my pet. All good things come to those who wait. It would be a mistake to put the cart before the horse. It is just twilight. The sun has barely hidden its head beneath the horizon. Soon, night will envelop our world and beckon all things nocturnal to come out and play. Who knows what sort of abandonment might arise?” With the look of a benevolent mentor, he cupped her chin and warned with a gentle admonishment.

“As masterful as you’ve become in raising your powers of persuasion to an art form, you know very well how I feel about being manipulated, Babygirl. Don’t think for a second that just because we’re in a public place, I’ll allow you to engage in unacceptable behavior and expect it will go unpunished.”

“Spoilsport,” she mumbled under her breath.

“Time to head in. Dinner awaits.” Keith nudged Kaden’s shoulder as they passed them. “Just in time, too. I’m hungrier than a tick on a teddy bear.”

“I see someone has been to Texas,” Sage said as she hooked a free arm through Keith’s. Flanked by the two men, she sashayed toward the ballroom.
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Sage wasn’t a socialite. In fact, she preferred to stay out of the limelight as much as possible. For her, there was no better date than an intimate dinner, lively conversation, and a turn on the dance floor. Apart from having her carnal circuits tripped every time they attended Club Rogue, she loved spending time in the place where the first sparks between them ignited.

The atmosphere at the floating casino was filled with excitement. The guests were energized, ready for an exhilarating evening of dining, gambling, and dancing the night away. Although it was fun to dress up and mingle with people other than the Frazer brothers and their employees, Sage would rather forgo all of that to spend the night with her Daddy at Club Rogue. And why not? She loved being dominated, however much she continued, in her struggle, to understand, while in its full embrace, the desires and needs of her inner submissive. Since she had been forcibly “retired” from pursuing the case she had been working on, boredom had become her uninvited suitor.

One she hated.

The time had come to once again get back in the driver’s seat. No more skulking about only doing virtual investigation while Kaden’s team caught up on the findings she had already uncovered. It was and had been her case from the very beginning. Starting tomorrow, she would be back in charge, even though the FBI Director had forbidden her to continue with the investigation.

Sage wasn’t the kind of person to leave something half-assed. Kaden’s team had uncovered evidence of the involvement of several more players. It was time they were all indicted and charged. From the corrupt senators to the attorney generals.

“What the hell is he doing here?” She stiffened at the sight of the tall, muscled man approaching their table. Sage hadn’t divulged the name of the attorney general whose corrupt involvement she suspected. The last thing she would have expected was to come face-to-face with him tonight and of all places, right here at the casino.

An attorney general has no business being so sexy... especially this one.

Staggered by the unwelcome effect of the blatant stare glancing off the symmetry of her breasts, a phalanx of hot goosebumps erupted to march down the center of her back. Feeling caught out in the open with nowhere to hide, Sage struggled to snuff a spark that threatened to ignite a store of highly flammable lust situated deep inside her loins when his face lit up, giving him an even more sinister, devilish look as it settled with obvious affection on Kaden.

Jesus Christ! Your thong is soaked! Get a goddamn grip, bitch! The man is nothing but a criminal! A gangster! So, he’s attractive. Big fucking deal. If that disturbing fact isn’t enough to cool your overactive libido, you better think hard and fast about the Daddy who absolutely adores and spoils the shit out of you. It just beggars belief. What the fuck is wrong with you?

Baffled, Sage fisted her hands as his dulcet-toned voice washed over her, causing a hot flush to bloom across her cheeks.

“Now, isn’t this a treat? All three Frazers at one table? Saves me a trip to that godforsaken farm of yours in the middle of nowhere.”

Holy shit! What’s going on with me? Sage ducked her head and cringed. She couldn’t control the heat. She could feel her face glowing. It felt the same as when she had met Kaden the first time. Maybe she had a thing for older men with salt and pepper shades at their temples and deep, commanding voices.

Brilliant deduction, Sage. He’s one of the crooks you want to put in jail. So, Chica, since he seems to be as thick as thieves with your Daddy, whatcha gonna do now?

Damned if I know.

The joy she felt being out dancing with Kaden was arrested by the taunting whisper inside her head.

“As if you come around to the farm all that much,” Kevin snorted. The smile on his face masked the ridicule in his voice. “Good to see you again, Mr. Attorney General.”

Visibly distraught at the camaraderie the four men shared among each other and confused by the sudden splash of lusty crimson that announced itself on her face, Sage fidgeted with the diamond and sapphire engagement ring on her finger. She loved Kaden much more than she’d ever thought possible. For the first time, she had a bright and happy future to look forward to with a loving, caring man by her side.

But witnessing the Old Boys Club behavior at the table, she became haunted by the fear that maybe she had jumped too quickly into a relationship with Kaden. It was still new. Did she really know who he was? Had she surrendered to the power of her own lust? What was she really feeling? She couldn’t think straight. Worst of all, the sudden animal attraction to a dirty criminal? It was unthinkable—taboo, dangerous—and that was the fascination. Like a moth to a flame. Death in all of its manifestations. Hideous. Leering. Waiting to snuff out everything good.

God help me. Am I really so self-destructive to even consider indulging in a moment of madness? A brief accommodation to satisfy an itch?

The conundrum she faced was multiplying by the second. How could she tell him that his best friend was corrupt? Did she tell him? She had to. If she didn’t, the honesty and integrity... and the truth, everything she stood for, would certainly compromise her self-respect, and kill her career.

What would that omission lead to? The entire case would go belly-up and get buried so deep, no one would be the wiser. The corruption and fraud would continue and potentially end up in creating the conditions for another Wall Street collapse. Could she live with herself if that happened?

This is a complete clusterfuck! There’s no way I can allow these bastards to continue defrauding the American people. If my love for Kaden is jeopardized because of this, then so be it. I refuse to be the one that turned a blind eye. I have to be able to live with myself.

Her attention was yanked back to the present by the attorney general’s deep chuckle. Sage felt invisible as the back-slapping competition around the table continued with one trying to out-perform the other in a show of brinkmanship.

“You know me, Kev. I’m not into dressin’ up in pretty bandanas and ostrich skin boots just to kick shit.”

“No need to spare their brittle egos, my friend,” Kaden laughed. “You can lasso a steer better than most men on the Triple K. These two included.”

“Note how expertly he excludes himself, Sage.” Keith rolled his eyes in mock dramatization as he leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “Kaden is the standing champion in the state, so of course, there’s no one better than him, but don’t tell him I said so.”

“And who might this be?”

Sage could intuit the personality of someone just by reading their body language. It was part of the reason why she had such a high clearance rate. Attorney General Tanner Wilder was a closed book. There was no flicker in his eyes, no tick in his temple, absolutely no sign or acknowledgment that he was aware that she was the one who had been investigating the hedge fund fraud.

The most recent discoveries had revealed other illicit activities, such as the laundering of large amounts of money generated from gambling casinos, indicating the possible involvement of organized crime syndicates. Hence the very likely reason for their presence tonight—to establish whether the FBI Director was “in cahoots” with the gaming lobbyist, Jock Abrams, who was also rumored to be an adjutant of the Sanchigo Mafia Group.

Who better than an attorney general to keep criminal activities and money laundering from prying eyes? He was the perfect addition to the corrupt pool of bankers, politicians, and businessmen she had already identified as key players in the recent flare-up of Wall Street fraud and hedge fund schemes.

“This is my fiancé, Sage Lewis. Because you’ve been on safari, basking in the African sun, you weren’t here when we made the announcement.” Kaden wove his fingers through Sage’s, pressing a tender kiss against her palm. “Honey, this is Tanner Wilder, my best and oldest friend. Actually, we’re more than friends. He’s been like a brother to me since we grew up together.”

A sudden thought of the consequences she might suffer if she shared her suspicions with Kaden sent a shard of fear through her. It would almost certainly damage his trust in her and much worse, possibly destroy the future of their relationship. The odds of him believing someone he had known and loved his entire life, someone he held in such high regard, could ever be involved in criminal activity were long. That this oldest friend was the top dog of attorney generals in the state added even more pressure to the situation.

“Well, it’s high time you found a woman with who you can trust your heart. It’s been a long road, my friend. Congratulations are in order.”

The cringe-worthy moment had arrived. Its short lifespan would consume all of two seconds, but the effect would linger on. She knew it would come and what it would bring. The fractured flashes that would populate her mind, all of them unwanted, born from the brief contact. The manufactured look of sincerity in the form of a counterfeit smile and the subsequently proffered hand, the classic two-part combination constructed to promote a feeling of inclusion.

One confronted by this occasion often felt obliged to reciprocate in the practice of “pressing the flesh”—glad-handing, an intimate act of warm acknowledgment used as a device with the end goal being the formation of an alliance. However much refinement was gained through the perfunctory employment of this practice, the less authentic it felt, the more of an artifice it became. There was something cheap, quick and dirty about it, a robotic gesture performed and as quickly discarded in order to facilitate whatever the end goal might be.

The fear of her suspicions becoming known by Kaden and instantly sparking a public debacle, drawing the attention of her boss and his cohorts who had just arrived was something to be avoided and hashed out later behind closed doors.

To that end, Sage conjured up a response that looked more convincing than it felt.

“It’s an honor and a pleasure to be the one chosen to keep his love protected and safe,” she murmured in an attempt to keep her attention on him and not stare at the group of players walking toward their table on the opposite side of the room. “I was wondering when I would finally meet the elusive Tan the three Frazier brothers effusively gush about at every chance they get. I was made to believe that certainly, there must be a divine aura about you.”

“Anything but.”

Her smile fought to neutralize the wince that threatened to dominate her expression, revealing a sense of confusion at the unexpected warmth that flowed from where his palm pressed against her hand. Again, a wave of heat washed over her cheeks. The sensation was unexpected, flooding her mind with unease―an upsetting emotion, particularly given the situation at hand. The gentle pressure was meant to be comforting, but instead, it had the opposite effect, adding yet another layer of complexity in an already difficult situation which she didn’t need.

“Hmm... impressive. May I just humbly say how stunningly beautiful you are. Such a rare combination of beauty, brains, and grace can be so powerful, so overwhelming, it cannot be ignored.”

Squirming awkwardly under his penetrating gaze, Sage wondered if he had noticed her discomfort. To make matters worse, a fresh dollop of opiated endorphins triggered by his deep, charismatic drawl was loosened to surge through her veins.

Oh God! Not now.

“More so on the inside, I’m sure of it.” His square, stubble-strewn jaw dipped to punctuate the compliment. “Good fortune has indeed looked upon you and I, for one, am overjoyed my old friend has found love again.”

Tanner Wilde was a very perceptive man, who clearly had the ability to smell a conspiracy a mile away. It stood to reason if he was involved in a corrupt scheme to defraud the public, as she believed, his radar would be scanning for incoming threats. She would have to operate in stealth mode to avoid even the slightest perception that she was onto him.

Insofar as her own jumbled mess of emotions were concerned.

Why the devil do I feel attracted to the man? I love Kaden, yet there’s a part of me that wants to feel Tanner’s touch. His intimate— NO! Fuck off. I don’t. I don’t want anything to do with him.

Sage knew to resolve her conflicted feelings, she had to take a hard look in the mirror. Integrity and self-worth obligated her to be brutally honest with herself.

She lusted after Tanner Wilde. There were no two ways about it. A man who was far too old for her, corrupt... and the best friend to the man she loved and vowed to marry.

Within the blink of an eye, life suddenly became much more complicated.
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Chapter Three
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Kaden had learned Sage’s tells within days of her arrival at the Triple K Ranch. When she continually fidgeted with the cutlery in front of her, she gave herself away. His little Patty Cakes was agitated and uncomfortable. The telltale biting of her inside cheek was a dead giveaway. She would become unropeable if a solution wasn’t found.

There were only two possible outcomes. Either her feelings were going to escalate out of control, putting her on edge, or she would spiral into a state of depression and become catatonic, making her highly vulnerable. Either of those scenarios was a very real possibility. Add the frustrations that had been building over the past three months of forced idleness and she was a ticking bomb waiting to explode. Emotional distress was an accelerant that would only inflame the already volatile situation. Calm heads needed to prevail to enable a clear understanding of the cause and effect to avoid any possibility of such an occurrence.

“I’m glad you decided to buy a seat at our table.” Kaden didn’t miss Sage startle at his announcement. Reading people was a skill he had honed early on in his career. This time, he suspected his sub was wrought with confusion and desire.

The question that lingered in his mind was if the confusion stemmed from acknowledging the lust she experienced from Tanner’s presence or that she felt guilty about it. It could be either, but since he was still dissecting the complexity of who and what made Sage Lewis tick, there might be another factor he wasn’t considering.

“Why? You’re all like family. Where else would I sit?” Tanner settled in the chair next to Sage that Kaden directed him toward.

The way she unconsciously leaned closer to him was once again proof his little sub was uncomfortable with Tanner’s proximity. Since she never showed her emotions in public, he wasn’t sure if he should be worried or elated. Having Tanner join them had been a strategic decision. It was time to introduce Patty Cakes to the pleasures of a threesome and double penetration. Since he and Tanner always teamed up, he saw this event as the perfect opportunity for them to meet, so he could ease her into a scene with the two of them soon.

“I have to admit,” Sage interjected, her shoulders drawn into a straight line, “It seems an unlikely environment for an attorney general to attend an event at a gambling venue.”

“A legal, licensed gambling venue, my dear,” he responded soberly before a smile creased his face.

Sage wilted under his direct stare. As a Dom, Tanner was able to achieve more with one look than a sermonizing priest in a pulpit. “Or do you believe every gambling venue across the country condones illicit behavior?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’re right, you didn’t.” Again, Sage seemed to shrink as Tanner’s dark eyes skimmed over her body. “But then again, body language speaks louder than words.”

“I misspoke,” she said in a soft lilt.

Kaden’s eyes narrowed as she shifted in her chair. Her hand searched for his under the table, clutching it the moment he folded his fingers around hers. For the first time, he wasn’t filled with warmth when she visually relaxed at his touch. He knew she trusted him and turned to him for comfort and care, but something was bothering her... and that something was the man sitting next to her. Sage was keeping information from him, something she had promised never to do again. Kaden’s hackles were up.

“I didn’t mean to sound insulting.”

“Okay, little Sis, you seem to be on the verge of exploding, so before you do, let me escort you onto the dance floor and show you how to tango.” Keith sported a smirk as he glanced at Kaden. “One over there is way too heavy on his feet.” Without waiting for an answer, he rescued her from the overflow of testosterone that threatened to spill off the table.

“Sorry, Tanner, old man. It seems Kaden’s little doesn’t like you very much.” Kevin took a sip of water. “Must be quite a blow to your ego.”

“I’m too old to have an ego, let alone be worried whether or not a woman likes me.” Tanner shrugged a shoulder at Kaden. “I mean no offense that she’s your fiancé, Kaden.”

“None taken, but I believe you both have it wrong.”

“Kevin might, but I don’t.” Their eyes met over the rim of Tanner’s wine glass as he took a sip. The message was clear. He knew why Kaden had insisted that he join them tonight, which was probably the same reason he accepted the invitation.

“Meaning?” Kevin prodded when he didn’t continue.

“Meaning, brother dear,” Kaden smiled, “My little Patty Cakes has the hots for our friend.”

“Ah, now I see. So, she’s riddled with both confusion and guilt because she hasn’t yet intuited or been made aware that she is to be spit roasted and consumed at either end by the two of you. What a lovely image. But wait. Surely, if one can add correctly, it becomes obvious that there’s room for another explorer. Think about it, gentlemen. All of her ports-of-call could be circumnavigated and visited simultaneously. What gobsmacking fun could be had by all.”

“I love the nautical metaphor, however crude, but yes, that’s exactly right. However, she will not be circumnavigated by three. She will be sandwiched by two.” Kaden briefly closed his eyes and tapped out a syncopated beat against the table. The exercise would help segregate an array of disordered thoughts.

“We all seem to have come to the same conclusion about Sage’s rigid behavior at the table. From what I’ve been quietly witnessing, she looks as if she’s struggling to contain a mutinous lust that’s threatening to overpower her, which begs the question. What’s causing the unrest? My instinct tells me it’s not guilt. I did warn her early on that we would, on occasion, indulge in carefully selected threesomes at the club, and she accepted that. She’s too conscious, too disciplined, to become unhinged by the power of her own lust. She’s also governed by a strict code of ethics. She knows I trust her not to cuckold me.”

“I tend to agree with your assessment,” Tanner said, watching the woman under discussion swaying sensuously in Kevin’s arms. “She exudes confidence.”

“Before the night is over, I’m going to find out what’s going on in that pretty head of hers.”

“I suppose you’re referring to my niece?” Slade Lewis, Sage’s uncle, patted Kaden on the back as he returned from the restroom and sat down beside him. “Good to see you made it back in one piece.”

“My number one goal, as always.” Tanner turned head-on to address Slade’s comment. “To survive in the field, one has to develop a hyper-acute sense of situational awareness. Heads on a swivel. The mind focused, churning through possible scenarios. Being telepathic. Putting yourself in the shoes of your enemy. Right? What might he do? Everyone on the team must remain aggressively vigilant, if there’s such a thing. It’s exhausting but necessary. Being in that state of consciousness has saved my ass more than once.” A sardonic grin swelled up to soften the chiseled aspects of his face. “I hope that helps to erase any morbid thoughts that might be causing you sleepless nights.”

Slade laughed as he pointed at Tanner’s head. “That salt-and-pepper look you’re wearing isn’t a fashion statement. It’s a report card.”

“So says the slayer of women, known to all as The Silver Fox. You wear it well, old friend.” Tanner brushed a hand through his thick mane, patting his temples in acknowledgement that the splattering of gray had steadfastly increased over the years. “I’m right behind you, hoping that I, too, will enjoy a similar reputation.”

“Help me understand, Tanner,” Kevin asked. “You’re the attorney general of one of the largest states. Why do you feel the need to risk it all to work in Black Ops?”

“I like the challenge. Putting oneself in harm’s way greatly focuses the mind. Keeps my combat skills honed, you know. It’s a trip to be part of a younger team on a mission. It’s what keeps me fit. When we make contact, the adrenaline rush catapults you into an altered state of perception. Time slows down. Everything—images, colors, smells—all become laser sharp. Big wave surfers experience something similar.

“Imagine hurtling down the face of a fifty-foot monster. There’s an enormous dump of endogenous opiates into your blood stream. You’re actually high on your own organic junk. It’s where the term ‘danger junkie’ comes from. You’re cheating the hangman... death. It can seem like an eternity. I’m not ready yet to give it up. The day will come. Sure beats watching the grass grow.”

“I can think of more pleasurable ways of achieving the same thing that won’t involve the possibility of getting killed.” Kevin shook his head.

“Pleasure? Well, that’s like trying to compare chalk and cheese. You can’t. The melding of two or three bodies and minds in an intensely euphoric sexual act that makes the world fall away is entirely different from the intense experience of live combat. Both heighten the senses, but that’s where the similarities abruptly stop.”

“Tanner’s more confrontational style in his role as A.G. has been likened to that of a rabid dog,” Kaden said. He nudged Slade in the side. “I think much like you, CIA Deputy Director.”

Tanner and Slade, whose unique occupations required them to operate on the front lines in one form or another, albeit in different capacities, had both necessarily become involved in domestic and international matters of national security. It was their job to go after the bad guys and take them down.

“I don’t know about rabid. More that of a tenacious hyena might more accurately describe his professional behavior. If he has damning evidence, he’ll give no quarter and close, going for the juggler. I admire that.” A knowing smile tickled the corners of Slade’s mouth. “It’s a compliment to be associated with such a renowned individual. I guess that means old Attorney General Tanner Wilde and I do very much think alike, cut from the same cloth.”

“Fuck off, Slade,” Tanner growled. “You’re a good eight years older than me.”

“Five, asshole,” Slade shot back.

“Now, boys... no fighting at the table, please,” Kevin said in jest.

“Gmphf,” Tanner muttered as he finished his drink, but his lips twitched in a half-smile as he clashed eyes with Slade. Their mutually exclusive head-butting had become a habitual ceremony over the years, indulged in as a male bonding experience whenever they got together. They were as close as Tanner was with the Frazer brothers.

“So, what new kind of existential angst is currently running rampant inside my niece’s head?” Slade asked around a sip of his drink.

“Nothing to be concerned about but enough of a personal issue to investigate. Don’t worry. It has nothing to do with the case,” Kaden said amicably but sternly. Slade might be Sage’s uncle, but he wasn’t going to stand for him interfering in their love life. “How did the meeting with her go? Did she share anything other than what we already know?”

“Our discussion centered around three people of interest. Those being Senator Clinton Beats, Washington D.C.’s Attorney General Jessica Hewitt, and another attorney general whose name shall remain nameless until and when she finds hard evidence of that particular person’s involvement. So far, it’s all been circumstantial, based on sightings of the aforementioned seen in the presence of each other. Then there’s the very likely participation of two more characters—Jock Abrams, the well-known lobbyist who represents the national trade group, the American Gaming Association and the CEO of the Nevada-based Lloyd Gaming LLC, Dante Miller.”

“What does Sage have to do with any of this?” Tanner leaned forward to look at Slade.

“Sage is an FBI Special Agent in the Criminal Investigation division. She’d been looking into a cold case that revolves around some aspects having to do with the 2008 collapse of the banking industry and the most recent appearance of similar problems related to the watering down of banking regulations.” Slade gestured around the room. “Recent investigations are pointing to evidence of the involvement of the gaming industry and by proxy, the mafia. When Ben Whitmore, the FBI Director, found out she was conducting a covert investigation, under the pressure of Beats and Hewitt, he suspended her.” He sighed heavily. “After an assassination attempt was made on her life, which we believe was connected to the investigation, I asked Kaden to put her under his protection. What I didn’t expect was them falling in love.”

“I think I know what’s bothering her,” Tanner said. “What I’m about to tell you is confidential. Do I have your promise to keep this between us?”

“Of course,” Kaden said. “You don’t even have to ask.”

“I’ve been on a Black Ops mission of a different kind these past couple of months, working behind the scenes with the Director of National Intelligence. She’s brought me in to help investigate the shenanigans going on with high-level FBI leaders working in the Financial Crime Unit, who she suspects are involved with not investigating all kinds of fraud taking place under this administration. And that’s just the private sector I’m talking about. This shit has spread to the halls of Congress, too. The rot has truly set in.

“No one seems to be accountable anymore. Politicians claiming executive privilege, lawyers claiming attorney-client privilege tying up the legal process to stall for months and years having their clients brought to justice. All this unchecked power is bullshit. It’s so fucking corrosive to our democratic institutions. I don’t have to tell you. We all know powerful politicians with seats on oversight committees, unscrupulous lobbyists... all can be bought. It wasn’t difficult to do some initial detective work without drawing attention to myself. What immediately stuck out was the casual association of a couple of AGs, who, to the trained eye, seem to be running interference to throw the scent off any whiff of malfeasance that might arise. It’s a classic legal maneuver to stall an investigation.

“Prosecutors in the Department of Justice would have to initiate an investigation to find enough hard evidence that crimes were committed to be able to bring charges and indictments. If they don’t think they have a strong enough case to convict, it’ll never make it to court.” As Tanner looked at Sage, a sudden thought furrowed his brow. “I suppose she’s already connected my name to this case, which would explain her reaction to me.”

“True. She holds herself to a higher standard. Her sense of integrity is unimpeachable. She would be abhorred to know she had become attracted to someone she thought was corrupt.” Rising concern colored his mood as he watched the couple on the dance floor. “Why didn’t she share this information with any of us? We’re supposed to be working together as a team. It makes me wonder what else she’s not telling us?” The tone of Slade’s voice turned apprehensive. “Why would she keep anything from us? She knows we’re trying to keep her safe and get to the bottom of this.”

“As I said, by the end of tonight, I will have all the answers,” Kaden grunted.

“Good luck with that.” A cynical smirk darkened Slade’s face. “Sage can become extremely stubborn if pushed into a corner.”

“Don’t worry, Slade. I know exactly how to make her talk.”

“If you’re thinking of taking her to subspace without her consent, you can forget it. You know how I feel about anyone using domination to subtly force information from subs,” Slade’s voice turned guttural.

“I’m not an abuser, Slade, and I’m insulted you even feel the need to mention it.” Kaden looked at him. “I promised to care and protect her, which is exactly what I aspire to do. I have no intention of dishonoring the trust she placed in me by offering me her submission. I thought you knew me better than that?”

“You’re right, and I’m sorry. I guess the stress of the assassination attempt and our lack of progress on this case is etching away my common sense.” Slade looked at Tanner. “Except now, with you on the inside, we stand a better chance if we work together.”

“My commitment is to the National Intelligence, Slade. Our aim is to infiltrate the organization to the highest level to expose and lock up every last one of those involved. It’s time to close them down once and for all. If you want to be involved, it’ll have to be in your private capacity and not as the Deputy Director of the CIA.”

“So, that means there are top-level CIA leaders involved in the scheme as well?”

“This entire scheme is much bigger and more dangerous than any of us ever imagined, Slade. Believe me, someone like Sage is a lamb to the slaughter. The quicker you totally remove her from the equation, the better.” His face darkened. “One more thing. It’s imperative she doesn’t continue with this investigation and confirm or expose my involvement. If it comes to light, all the months of hard work will have been for nothing. No one knows the National Intelligence is still investigating the allegations. Get her out before the next bullet finds its mark... in either her head or mine.”

“Now that I know you’re in on it, I’ll definitely push her to drop the investigation.” Slade looked at Kaden. “You’ll have to help. She’s not going to willingly stop investigating. You know how she is... as stubborn as a mule once she has her mind set on something.”

“That’s true. Be aware, not to spark suspicion that we know he’s involved, or she’ll be highly pissed off. The ultimate goal is to keep her safe.”

“Except she hasn’t told you about her suspicions, so the quicker you push her to forget about the case, the better.” Tanner got up. “I think it’s time for me to get to know your fiancé better, Kaden. The slow waltz they’re playing is the perfect backdrop to delve into her mind.”

Kaden didn’t stop Tanner as he walked onto the dance floor and claimed Sage from Keith. It was how they operated. A successful threesome meant both Doms needed to be inside the sub’s mind, something Tanner was an expert at.

Kaden studied Sage’s reaction to Tanner’s embrace. He knew her well enough to know that the rosy blush that illuminated her cheeks was a sign that her wall of self-control had been undermined by Tanner’s indomitable charm, and in doing so, had exposed her own irrepressible lust.

It filled him with pleasure at the thought of the scene such desire would bring the three of them when the time came at Club Rogue.
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Sage’s libido was slammed into overdrive the second Tanner Wilde drew her into his firm embrace. To camouflage the lust that was in danger of stripping away her dignity and challenge her moral compass, she conjured up images of the couples seated at the once neatly laid tables surrounding the dance floor, stark naked, and engaged in individual scenes of torrid sex. She could paradoxically hear the encouragement the lovers whispered at each other as she became the director of her own mental porn with an audience of one.

At least I look normal. God, I hope I look normal.

The thought that Kaden, or God forbid, Tanner, noticed her discomfort discombobulated her thoughts as she stumbled over her own feet and ended up stepping on Tanner’s toes.

“Should I slow down?”

“Keith is quite the vigorous dancer and tired me out. I think I’ve had enough dancing for now,” she mumbled, doing her best to avoid looking directly at Tanner. Such a wasted effort as her gaze was snagged by the flash of silver speckles surrounding the midnight-blue irises of his eyes. She forgot to blink, staring at him, waiting for the big reveal... or whatever the warning glimmer in their depths meant.

“As far as excuses go, that’s a rather lame one.”

“You’re rude, Mr. Wilde.” Sage’s back snapped straight with indignation.

“Come now, Sage. We barely started dancing. I thought by now Kaden taught you that lies always come back to bite you. Honesty, now that’s a trait I appreciate.”

“Isn’t it though?” Sage glared at Tanner. “Makes one how often that characteristic is adhered to by those very same who preach its virtues. Doesn’t it, Mr. Attorney General?” She stepped in and locked onto her target. “We, who answered the call and served in combat have an expression when confronted by such self-righteousness. It goes like this: “You talk the talk but do you walk the walk?”” In the overhead lights, the dark red hues of her hair became more pronounced as she tilted her head to look at him. The deep tones effectuated an almost jewel-like quality, giving the silky tresses of her mane a look of vibrant intensity. Her eyes glowed with mystery and intrigue. “Know what I mean, Mr. Attorney General? How do you define honesty? In particular, toward your best friends?”

Oh, damn! Hold it together, Sage. Just hold it together. Now, in close quarters with her adversary, she found herself taunted once more by his masculine presence.

Why the good Lord thought it wise to tempt her by creating a specimen who could arouse her lust with the facility of a smile was beyond her. It wasn’t fair. Not one little bit.

Buttressed by what felt like payback for the callous indignity flung at her, a sense of self confidence returned, however briefly, before she would feel whipsawed, once again, by her inability to rein her unruly hormones.

Features softening, his eyes sparkled with a sense of warmth and kindness. The grin started out as a small, imperceptible curl that, as it grew larger, lifted the corners of his mouth. As it crested, two rows of perfectly aligned teeth were revealed, framed by a full pair of lips.

Sage was inundated by a sense of connection and intimacy. The subtle nod was an acknowledgement... of what she had no idea but the way he looked at her put her at ease, contrary to her brain shouting at her to turn tail and run.

The clumsy slight that had escaped his mouth just moments before had stunned her and caught him out in the open. He had stumbled badly and been ripped head to toe by her withering sarcasm. In hindsight, it was at this precise moment that she discovered the chink in Tanner Wilde's armor. She had been blind-sided by the physical attributes; the sense of power provided by his sheer muscularity. The slow unwound expression of his smile created a sense of anticipation and excitement, drawing her in and made her feel special and appreciated.

It was there, in the darkening flash of his eyes... lust. Open, blatant lust... for her.

Sage completely forgot what she’d asked him. She stared at him, not wishing to break the thin thread of sexual tension his actions molded around them.

“Wh-What are you doing, Mr. Wilde? I’m engaged to Kaden,” she finally managed to croak.

“Kaden won’t don’t mind sharing.”

“Kaden won’t mind... Oh my God! You’re beyond—”

“At least I’m honest, Patty Cakes. The question is, are you?”

“There’s that word again.” She shook her head angrily. “I’ve learned over the past couple of years that everyone has a different definition of that word... or should I say, people choose when to be honest and when to, how shall I put it—bend the truth.” Cocking her head sideways, she offered him a hard, cold challenging stare. “Don’t you agree, Mr. Attorney General?”

“Hmm, why do I get the impression you’re accusing me of some evil deed? Come, Patty Cakes, don’t suppress your emotions. Let go.”

Sage had no idea how she was managing to stay in step to the music. The warm touch of his hand on her waist burned through to her core. A rash of goosebumps erupted across her arms to further mock her. She fought the feeling of being consumed by her own lust, but it was all for naught. Just when she thought she had regained control, he spun her around and snapped her tight against his body.

Oh, sweet Lord!

She melted as her breasts pressed against the hard musculature of his chest. With one move, he’d blown all her circuits. A three-alarm fire had broken out in her loins and was in danger of engulfing her mind. Warning bells were ringing everywhere. Again, she struck back, dousing hotspots by sheer will power. Within a blink of an eye, the thought of surrender was replaced by a flash of anger sparking to life inside her. More so at her own reaction to the man than his indecorous attitude. It was infuriating.

“Enough, Mr. Wilde, you’re acting highly inappropriately. I wish to go and sit down.”

“Of course, you do.”

Sage leaned back and stared slack-jawed at seeing the big grin beaming down at her. She was incredulous at the sound of the pithy response ringing in her ears. Again, his mocking tone stung. This guy wasn’t getting it. He continued to challenge her. What was becoming crystal clear was his complete lack of sensitivity. She felt used. Just a plaything—a foil for his own amusement.

Fuck this shit. It was time to read the riot act.

“I know your type. You waltz in here with your massive ego in tow, thinking you’re God’s gift to women. You sidle up next to me, flex a few muscles, try on your swinging dick face and think I’m gonna swoon and then cream in my panties. Your last relationship was a failure because you couldn’t carry on an intelligent conversation to save your life. She got bored with the hunky guy handbag accessory look and dumped you like a container of week-old Chinese takeout. Am I close? Or was it a case of all steak and no sizzle?” Sage moved in and locked eyes with him, keeping her voice low so the rebuke wouldn’t be overheard. She could feel his warm breath on her face. Her loins began to sizzle, but she resolutely ignored the debilitating lust mocking her. “If you were the last motherfucker on Earth, I’d rather get myself off than play hide-the-salami with you, pencil dick.”

“Quite the psychologist, aren’t you? Careful, Kaden’s Patty Cakes, not to burn bridges. In your career, you of all people, should know all isn’t always as it seems.”

Indignation merged with growing anger at his amused tone. She was close to completely losing her cool. Up to now, she had held it together, but it was time to step back. Kaden would never forgive her if she made a public scene, where she would be branded as the culprit in lieu of Tanner’s debonair smile and gentlemanly rapport, Sage had no recourse but to grind her teeth and allow him to guide her back to their table.

“You’re flushed, love,” Kaden observed as she sat down and gulped down some water. “Did Tanner upset you?”

“I’ve been on the dance floor for almost an hour. Of course, I’m blooming like an overripe tomato.” Smiling grimly at his narrowed gaze, she squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m hot and sticky, which is probably why I’m acting like a bitch.”

That Kaden chose not to acknowledge her apology made her wish she could shrink to the size of a cricket, so she could skulk away unseen through the crowd. The glow in his eyes was warning enough he didn’t believe her, and when her Daddy suspected her of lying, she knew to prepare herself for the repercussions.

But how do I admit to him that I have the hots for his best friend? Worse even—one I know is rotten to the core.

No matter how many times Sage slayed herself for her reaction, it remained incomprehensible that her body didn’t listen... or care, for that matter. Her heart raced and her palms sweated, betraying her attempts at self-control. For the first time in her life, she was inundated with a deep sense of insecurity and vulnerability that she couldn't shake off. It was as if she was standing on the edge of a cliff, looking down at the unknown depths below.

The uncertainty of it all turned her insides haywire. A haunting possibility plagued her that the future she had envisioned with Kaden might suffer because of an unasked-for desire. And therein was the dilemma. If her reaction happened while at Club Rogue, it would be deemed acceptable... if the need was for a scene. Having this kind of reaction in a public place, didn’t feel right and had nothing to do with him being a dominant and her a submissive.

Struggling to come to terms with her feelings, Sage knew she had to find a way to overcome this quandary. She couldn’t let this desire consume her or stand in the way of her happiness.

I’m the master of my own mind. I will not bow to its demand. There is only one man I want and need in my life, and he is already committed to me. No more. I do not want or lust after Tanner Wilde. I’m not.

What did Keith say earlier? The lady doth protest too much, methinks.

It’s done. No more hot flushes over another man. I don’t need that kind of complication in my life.

If you say so.

Shut up!

Sage resolutely shut herself off from her psyche. She didn’t need it to complicate the situation further.

“I suggest you go to the ladies’ room and rid yourself of the affliction that has your panties in a twist.”

“A-Affliction?” Sage’s breath got stuck in her throat as she realized he had accurately identified the source of her upset.

Kaden leaned closer, and his warm breath against her temple felt like the fire from a dragon.

“Lust, Patty Cakes. The arousal I can smell a mile off. Go and masturbate, so you can relax and enjoy the rest of the evening.”

“You want me to do what?” Her voice rose a notch as she stared at him in disbelief.

“You heard me, and I want you to envision Tanner with you in the booth, licking and sucking your cunt to bring you off.”

“You’re not serious!”

“Your pleasure is the one thing I take the utmost care of and never joke about. Now, off you go.”

“Kaden, this is ridiculous. I can’t...” She looked around and continued in a whisper, “Masturbate in the ladies’ room. It’s improper to say the least.”

“It’s not a debate or a choice, sub. It’s an order from your Daddy.”

“However much I appreciate your concession to ease my tension, I can assure you I’ll be fine. Besides, it’s ludicrous to even think Tanner Wilde is the cause of my so-called lust.”

“Are you denying it, Babygirl?” One eyebrow crawled toward his hairline. “Because if he’s not the one who got you all hot and bothered, it means it has to be Keith.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“Since I know I’m not the reason you’re this flustered, I expect you to do as I say. I have no intention of soothing the lust you have for another man, so I suggest you go now before our evening at Club Rogue kicks off later with a punishment.”

“This is completely unconventional.” Her fingers all but strangled each other on her lap. “I didn’t ask for this, Daddy,” she admitted in a small voice.

His large hand untangled the death grip she had on her fingers. The tender smile all but melted her heart as he looked at her.

“I know, love, and I’m not upset. Quite the contrary since it cements who our partner is going to be in our first threesome scene.”

“Th-Threesome? We’re going to... to...” She swallowed the sudden dryness in her throat threatening to strangle her. “Are you serious?”

“Indeed, I am.”

“W-With him?” She speared a sideways glance at Tanner, her stomach once again twisted into knots.

“Yes, but not just yet. Soon, when I feel the time is right. For now, since it’s still a couple of hours before we can leave, I expect you to do as instructed.” His eyes darkened perceptively, the warning as clear as the stars blinking in the night. “Now, Patty Cakes.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Good girl. Remember what I said. You will envision Tanner inside the booth with you.” His eyes sharpened. “On second thought. I want you to undress completely and send me a live video while you're masturbating, describing to me what you imagine him doing to you.”

“Now you’re pushing my boundaries too far, Daddy.”

“What boundaries? There’ll be no voyeurism involved. No one is going to hear or see you. The ladies’ rooms are huge. Each booth is private and furnished with a large ottoman. You’ll have the same privacy as if you were in your own bedroom. Now, be a good girl, and off you go.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Kaden caught her chin and leaned in, kissing her softly as he whispered against her lips, “I want to hear you begging him to make you come, Babygirl.”

“I don’t want to. Please, you’re the only man I want.” Sage hated that he forced her to acknowledge her body’s reaction to another man. In truth, it hurt that he showed no signs of jealousy or was upset about it.

“One’s body and lust have a funny way of interfering with noble intentions, Patty Cakes. Case in point is your wet and hot pussy throbbing to come as a result of the cause and effect of just that.” He smiled gently. “Relax, love. All you need to remember is that there is a vast difference between what you’re feeling now and what you experience when I’m the one sparking your desires. Lust and passion are entirely two different concepts. One needs feeding, the other needs love to survive. We have both, but love conquers all. Now, go and get to it.”

Grumbling unintelligibly, she got up and trudged all the way to the ladies’ room. Apart from being embarrassed that her Daddy was aware of the affliction, as he called it, she was silently relieved he gave her the opportunity to get rid of it. Sitting across from the man who caused it for the rest of the evening would only serve to increase her lust, so this was the most effective way of dealing with the matter.

Might have been easier if you never gave in to it in the first place.

You heard what Daddy said. The body has a mind of its own. I sure as hell didn’t ask for this. I don’t even like the man since I know he has a black heart and is deceiving all the people who love and trust him.

Yep, keep saying that to yourself. Just don’t expect me to believe that drivel.

Shut up.

Sage was starting to hate the active participation of her subconscious mind in the dilemma she found herself in. Perhaps because it tended to see the truth much clearer than she was prepared to admit to herself.

“How the hell does he expect me to do this? And a video call, no less!” One toe tapped irritably on the plush carpet of the very grand and luxurious stall she had just entered. Kaden was right. It was the size of a small bedroom with the padding on the walls indicating it was soundproofed. Not that it mattered. She’d still be naked and masturbating while other guests came and went. Just the thought of it made her cheeks explode in red splotches.

While she reluctantly undressed, Sage looked around the luxurious dressing room, designed to provide comfort, elegance, and extravagance. More than a dressing or ladies’ room, it was a space for women to relax and pamper themselves in a lavish environment. The room was beautifully decorated with high-end materials and finishes. She flinched at the large, ornate mirror with beautiful lighting that filled one entire wall. She would be watching herself masturbating, not only performing on a live video call to Kaden. Luckily, the lights were soft and flattering, providing a warm and inviting ambiance.

“Well, at least the ottoman is almost the size of a bed, so I won’t have to worry about falling off in the throes of a climax,” she mumbled as she gingerly sat down on the plush seat of the big round chair.

The soothing music playing over the sound system penetrated her frazzled mind, calming her as much as it added to the overall effect of sophistication and indulgence.

“There’s no use procrastinating.” Her chin lowered to her chest as she exhaled a long, slow breath, continuing the soft soliloquy. “Daddy isn’t going to back down and will probably come in here to watch if I don’t get started. Besides, I’m starving, and I have no intention of missing the starter because I’m delaying the inevitable.”

That being indulging in sexual proclivities in the ladies’ room, no less.

Placing her cell phone against the mirror on top of the vanity counter, she activated the video call to Kaden.

“The first course is about to be served, Babygirl. I suggest you get started,” he rasped as he noticed her sitting on the ottoman, glowering at him.

Rather than wasting more time in what could turn into a drawn-out debate, Sage settled back on the ottoman, spread her legs, and gingerly moved her hands over her stomach.

“Good girl.”

No matter how many times she heard those words or that the praise might be for some small, insignificant win from her, they managed to warm her heart. Pleasing her Daddy had become a priority in her life.

It didn’t take long for Sage to realize no matter how expertly she pleased herself, she wasn’t going to climax. Not for as long as she was overcome with embarrassment and expectation of someone knocking on the door to find out if all was well.

“I can’t do this, Daddy. It’s not working.”

“Of course, it’s not, since you’re not doing what I told you to. Close your eyes.”

Sage didn’t protest. She just wanted this entire episode over and done with, largely because the lust she had been inundated with while dancing with Tanner had gone cold.

“Now, imagine yourself back on the dance floor in Tanner’s arms, dancing the slow waltz.”

“Daddy, please. I’m not in the mood anymore. I—”

“Would you rather I send him in there to do it for you?”

Her head snapped around so hard to glare at him through the small cell phone screen, she imagined hearing it crack.

“You’re not serious.”

“I’m not?”

“Don’t for one minute think I’m going to forget about this, Daddy,” she choked in a thick, emotion-filled voice.

“I don’t imagine you will. So? How much longer are you going to make me wait, Babygirl?”

“Oomph!” she grunted and relaxed against the ottoman again, her fingers gently circling her clit as her eyelids drifted closed.

“Good girl. Now imagine dancing with Tanner, and let your mind go. Think of him as your dream lover, your body-soul-brain connection. All three of those quantities at once will overwhelm you in the most beautiful ways. Don’t forget, Patty Cakes, I know how your body reacts when you climax, so don’t even attempt to fake it.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” The thought had never crossed Sage’s mind. She knew Kaden well enough by now to realize there would be severe repercussions for such an audacious act.

Stretching out sensually, she gently stroked the sides of her breasts as her mind drifted. She found herself back on the dance floor, dancing with Tanner. Pinching the areolas with the tip of her fingers, she gently tweaked them. Her nipples tightened the same way as when her breasts had brushed against his chest. With a soft moan of arousal, she kept pinching and tweaking until a spark of heat ignited in her core.

Brushing her fingers over her belly, she explored the soft flesh of her outer labia, separating and sliding a finger up and down the slit. The slippery heat of her body soaked her finger as she pressed deeper. Rolling her hips, she plunged two of her fingers as deep as she could reach inside her.

“Oh Lord,” she moaned as her imagination ran rampant with visions of Tanner’s head buried between her thighs, licking and sucking at her dripping core.

Dipping her finger back inside her pussy, she stroked the sticky essence over her clit, rubbing the swollen nub with uncouth movements as her need to come intensified, slowly at first, then faster and harder. Alternating pumping her fingers inside her with stroking her clit, she drove her desire higher until she teetered on the edge of a climax.

“Come on, Babygirl. I want to hear you ask him to make you come.”

“I need to come, Daddy,” she whimpered in a broken whisper as her movements quickened.

“Then ask him.”

“I need to come, Tanner... please,” she begged as she lifted her hips against her hand, her breathing harsh and uneven.

“Come for me, Babygirl.” Kaden’s deep voice morphed to sound in her mind like the guttural command of Tanner. With a suppressed cry, her body shuddered as a climax rippled through her, leaving her panting, as for breathless moments, the orgasm took control of her body. Her back arched into the enjoyable hot rush that flooded through her body.

“Beautiful, love.”

Kaden’s voice yanked her back from the euphoric precipice she was momentarily lost in. Blinking, she struggled to come back from the sensual cocoon keeping her hostage. The intensity of the climax was unexpected, not to mention unwanted in light of the fact she didn’t want to feel the attraction she had for A.G. Wilde.

“Ah, just in time,” Kaden crooned. “The starters are being served, and you did say you’re hungry.”

At that moment, the last thing Sage could think of was food. One way or the other she had to get over the affliction that was Tanner Wilde.
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Chapter Five
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“What are you doing here, Agent Lewis?” FBI Director Ben Whitmore made no effort to hide his annoyance when he bumped into Sage at the dessert bar an hour later. “Did you forget that you are suspended and not supposed to be working the case?”

“Of course not, but seeing as this is a public event and I’m here at the invitation of my fiancé, I’m not sure what you’re alluding to, Director. Or are you implying you have control over where I go and what I do in my private time?”

Kaden was proud of the way Sage responded to the oafish way the man addressed her. In the past, she had kept quiet and never challenged him since he was the Director of the FBI and held her future in his hands. Either her confidence in her own ability had grown since her time on Triple K, or her focus on building a career in the FBI had changed.

“Well, Director? Are you?” She tilted her head sideways, a speculative gleam entering her eyes. “Working the case, you said? Now why on Earth would the Wall Street investigation lead me to an event at the casino? Do you know something I don’t?”

With her arms crossed over her chest, her posture was hostile, her expression contemptuous. Although Kaden admired her spunk, in retrospect, it had perhaps not been a good idea to bring her into an environment where she was surrounded by all the suspects in the investigation. She was too angry about how the situation had evolved—an emotion that made her vulnerable as she was prone to portraying her true feelings rather than presenting a facade of disinterest.

Since the new development pointed to mafia involvement, it was prudent to maintain a low profile and not spark suspicion. It was time to disarm the smoking gun Sage was loading with each second ticking by.

“Is there a problem, Director Whitmore?”

Placing a hand on the small of her back, Kaden could feel the tenseness in her muscles reflecting her anxiety. Each one fed into the other, and soon, it would erupt and blow their covert investigation to pieces. With gentle circular massages up and down her spine, he interrupted the negative cycle, coaxing her into a calmer frame of mind.

“Did I hear correctly? You are engaged to Agent Lewis?” Whitmore shifted uncomfortably under Kaden’s direct stare. The brief glance he cast sideways at Congressman Clinton Beats was proof they were uneasy about Sage’s intimate association with him.

Triple K Secure was well known to every Federal and legal institution since they were the covert Black Ops group the President called on from time to time for highly clandestine operations. As the owner, Kaden’s reputation and his steely gaze staved off many confrontations before they ignited.

“Indeed, I am.” Kaden smiled broadly. “I have to admit, her suspension happened at the perfect time. It offered us the opportunity to get to know each other.” He placed a warm kiss against her temple. “It’s going to be an adjustment when she returns to work on Monday.”

“Monday?” Beats choked on the sip of bourbon he just took. “She’s suspended, in case you forgot.”

“Time flies, right? Can you believe the three months have passed already?” He hugged Sage closer. “Don’t get me wrong. I love this woman very much, but she’s gnawing at the bit to get back to work.” Shrugging, his smile broadened at the look on the two men’s faces. “Who am I to stand in the way of such a competent FBI agent with a bright future at the Bureau?”

Kaden could sense Sage’s anger resurfacing. After the initial forced two weeks’ mental leave, as Whitmore had called it, he had expected her to resign since he had made it clear she wouldn’t be welcomed back if she persisted in pursuing the investigation. In an effort to further inconvenience her and without putting himself in the line of fire, he had secretly nudged the human resources department to instigate a formal disciplinary hearing, which resulted in a further three-month suspension. Whitmore wasn’t happy, particularly seeing as he had wanted her to be fired.

Since they were in the midst of the investigation at the time, Slade and Kaden felt it was the best course of action to keep Sage out of harm’s way and instructed Zee DuBois, their attorney, not to fight the finding.

Of course, Sage had vehemently opposed it at the time but after they explained their reasoning, she agreed it would at least offer her the freedom to see the investigation through without the Bureau’s interference. Something she wouldn’t have been able to do had she returned to work immediately. Naturally, she would have been happier if they had made more progress. Instead, they had been hitting one wall after another. There was no concrete proof that Beats, Whitmore, and Hewitt were involved with the resurgence of the Wall Street fraud scheme.

“Since the disciplinary process has taken its course and Sage adhered to all the requirements, there should be no further negativity upon her return.” Kaden’s brow curved into a derisive question mark. Whitmore’s actions just now confirmed they were involved in some way. The pleasure of watching them squirm, wondering what they knew was epic to watch. “Isn’t that correct, Director Whitmore?”

“Of course.” Whitmore shuffled uncomfortably. “I just didn’t realize three months had passed already.”

“However, it does bring us back to your accusation. This event is a joyous occasion since it’s going to generate a generous income stream for the county, so why in the world do you believe Sage is here for any other reason than to celebrate?”

“As I said, Mr. Frazer, I was merely caught off guard when I saw her in front of me. With all the media hype and stress I’ve had to deal with in the wake of Agent Lewis reopening the cold case, I'm a little on edge. Once again, I apologize.”

“Hopefully, that edge won’t be dulled upon my fiancé’s back or used to cut down her involvement in managing the cases she worked on prior to her suspension.” Kaden had no intention of letting Whitmore off the hook.

“Ease up, Kaden,” Beats interjected. “Director Whitmore is only anxious about the announcement about to be made. With the gambling industry, one never knows whether what they intend is legal, particularly since both of us pushed our necks out to have their proposal accepted by the city council.” He smiled broadly as he gestured to the man joining them.

“Of course, if not for the valued input and underwriting of the project by A.G. Wilde, who stands in the highest regard at the council, the approval to bring the floating casinos to land wouldn’t have been approved. His stamp of approval swayed the council to a unanimous vote to expedite the project.”

Beats cleverly shifting all blame for any suspicion onto Tanner was done without blinking an eye. Clearly, it was a game the two of them had perfected over the years. In Kaden’s eyes, they had just provided the proof he needed that they were definitely involved with the shady dealings involving the casino development, and by extension Jock Abrams and the Sanchigo Mafia Group.

Furthermore, his gut told him that digging into the dark web would lead them to information that the two of them and U. S. Attorney General, Jessica Hewitt, were on Nevada-based Lloyd Gaming boards. No doubt, they used their political power to ram the bill through the approval process. Kaden knew the gaming board had been applying for approval to move on land for over five years, and it had been shot down every time. Suddenly, within three months, the approval was given?

“My first responsibility is to the New Orleans community and the wealth of our county to ensure progress. Of course, provided everything is within the legal parameters of the law. That, Congressman Beats, was all I did, nothing sinister about my involvement in vouching for the project.”

The quick warning glance Tanner shot at him made Kaden realize that by association, Tanner could very well end up in the crossfire. He was playing a very dangerous game as a double agent in this power struggle. No one fucked with corrupt politicians and Federal agents, even less when the Sanchigo Mafia Group was involved.

“Any idea what Dante Miller and the Nevada-based Lloyd Gaming board are up to tonight?” Sage asked Tanner, blatantly ignoring the two men as if they were nothing more than pesky flies. After the forced stress-relieving exercise in the ladies’ room, Kaden sensed she was relaxed and back to her old self.

“Not a clue. Although, in true glorifying form, I suspect this entire event is no more than a clever ploy for the utmost marketing and exposure. They have all the people of the county with the biggest purses gathered in one room, eager to fill it to bursting capacity.”

“Are you saying they intend to offer shares in the casino to the public?” Sage’s eyes brightened as the thought took seed. What better way to bury the real culprits and launder enormous amounts of money beneath an influx of rich businessmen and corporations eager to make their next million?

“It’s a business, first and foremost, so it’s possible.” Tanner didn’t elaborate.

Preempting a volley of questions, Kaden interjected with a brief explanation, “The more outside investors they can secure, the less their exposure should the wheel turn. It’s a give-and-take business.”

“I understand you might be bored due to your three-month hiatus, Agent Lewis, but let me assure you, this endeavor is all aboveboard.” Whitmore watched her sternly, barely managing to hide his disdain from showing. It was evident he was uncomfortable that his fate might be in the hand of a lowly agent at the FBI who worked for him, particularly if she didn’t drop the investigation. “Just a friendly warning... looking for criminal activity in every person around you is going to make you a very unpopular entity to work with at the Bureau.”

“The Director is correct, Agent Lewis,” Beats offered a false smile to her. “A reputation like that will definitely sink your career. Not only at the FBI but any other Federal institution you might want to approach for a job.”

Whitmore folded his arms over his chest. “Do I have your assurance that you will not further pursue the investigation, Agent Lewis? More so that you will only work on the cases awarded to you. No cold cases, no looking for corruption where there is none. Understood?”

“Of course, Director Whitmore.” Kaden could hear her clenching her teeth, but he was proud of the way she straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin back to return his blistering stare with one of her own. That she refused to be intimidated showed how much her confidence in her ability had grown since working with the Triple K Secure team.

“Shall we return to our table?” With deliberate feminine grace, she hooked an arm through his and Tanner’s. “They’re serving the most decadent Tiramisu that has my mouth watering.” They were barely out of hearing distance when she muttered, “Fucking assholes. Their scrunched-up little squash muffins must be pinched from all the sourness they just spat out.” The smile of anticipation she bestowed on Kaden took his breath away. “Maybe I should become a Domme and take a whip to their balls. Oh, what pleasure that would bring.”

“Hmm, talking about whips and asses...” With difficulty, he suppressed the laughter as her head turned to him so fast, he was worried she might have slipped a disk. “I do believe since you were so well-behaved tonight, you deserve a reward.”

“So, what are we waiting for?” Changing direction, Sage started heading to the exit.

“Not so fast, Patty Cakes. Tiramisu first, remember?”

“Suddenly, I don’t crave it so much. I’ll have two pieces tomorrow.”

“I’d rather we have one piece now.” Ignoring her disappointed sigh and drooping shoulders, Kaden and Tanner escorted her back to their table. “You’re definitely going to need the extra energy for the scene I have in mind.”

Sage summarily stopped protesting and sat down in meek supplication. An act that was completely overshadowed by the glimmer of anticipation in her eyes.
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Club Rogue, Baton Rouge, Louisiana...

“What do you mean I have to lie on my back?” Sage pointed magnanimously at the punishment bed, awaiting her pleasure, as Kaden so succinctly told her seconds ago. “I don’t see a spanking happening if I’m lying on my butt.”

Kaden ignored her outburst as he spread out the Velcro strips in preparation for binding her to the bed.

“Part of submission is opening yourself up to the unexpected. You’ve done well up to now, but you’re still holding yourself back by needing to know the outcome and the direction of every step we take.” A line between his brows gave him a stern look. “Not only here at the club, but in our relationship as well.”

“You knew who and what I am from the beginning, Master Alpha. The military was a hard taskmaster, and the discipline of my job at the FBI molded the kind of person I’ve become. Because of that, I find it hard to trust situations or people where I don’t have explicit control.”

“Agreed, but tell me truthfully, hasn’t becoming a submissive shown you that, ultimately, you’ve been denying yourself things by not being open to change or the unexpected?”

“I suppose.”

“Hmm. Be honest, Patty Cakes. Unexpected pleasures, unexpected twists and turns, and unexpected parts of yourself have suddenly come to the surface. Do you understand why?”

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” she muttered as she fiddled with her fingers, watching him flatten the Velcro strips. It annoyed her that she could feel the brush of his fingers down her spine with every swipe of his fingers. They’ve been in an intimate relationship for three months. Why did he still have such an electrifying effect on her?

Sage cringed as he cast a dark look her way.

“You should know better than to be flippant with your Daddy in here, Patty Cakes. I’m sure you don’t want your reward to start off with a punishment, correct?”

“My apologies, Daddy, but your quick turnaround from promising what I thought would be a spanking to something foreign gave me whiplash.”

“You know I’m not a wizard, love. I can’t read your mind, nor should you raise your own expectations on what I have in mind for a scene when we come to the club. Surely, you know there is more than one way to reward a submissive?”

“Surely, you know I have a preference for one specific reward?” This time she reiterated her flippant response with a hand on her hip, which she thrust forward in a blatant sign of brattiness.

“Corner, now.”

“But I was only—”

“Ten.”

“Daddy, please. I only wanted to—”

“Fifteen.”

“Fifteen? Since when do you add five to the count instead of two?”

“Are you aiming for twenty?”

Sage snapped her lips shut but the intelligible mumbling continued as she shuffled toward the corner, and with her hands clasped behind her back, pressed her nose against the wall.

“Perfect form, little one.”

Kaden wasn’t shy to offer praise when needed, but Sage knew that didn’t mean she was off the hook insofar as punishment for back chatting, particularly since her action constituted disrespect at Club Rogue.

“You should not fear the unexpected but embrace and go with it. Once you do, you’ve come full circle as a submissive.”

“With all due respect, Master Alpha, the expected is what keeps me steady and confident.”

“Maybe so, but never forget, my pet, the unexpected is what changes your life forever.”

“What if it changes it for the worse?” The slight hesitation in her speech portrayed the vulnerability she did her best to hide.

“Mother Teresa said, ‘We cannot do great things on this Earth, only small things with great love.’”

Sage’s body sighed into the hardness of his pressing against her back. The warmth of his breath whispered over her cheek.

“Change is the one thing you have control over, love. You decide how and to what extent you will allow it to happen. All I’m saying is don’t spur the unexpected for fear of the unknown. Who knows, it might be that which gives you the most pleasure.”

“I’ll try, Daddy but in my humble opinion, nothing beats the pleasure of one of your erotic spankings.”

“Nice try, little one, but flattery won’t get you what you want. Now, it’s already late, and since I’m keen to see exactly how open you are to the unexpected, I will ignore your earlier disrespect. I believe the couple of minutes of corner time did what was needed to calm your mind.”

“You know me too well, Daddy.” No matter how she tried to hide her true feelings from Kaden, he managed to surprise her time and again with how accurately he read her feelings and needs.
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Chapter Six
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“Sexual testing? What in the blazes does that mean?” Sage yanked on the straps, but Kaden had secured her wrists firmly enough, they would keep her constrained.

Sage’s body flooded with adrenaline, chasing the anxious feelings away. At the same time, she was sexually excited and shivered with a little thrill of what he might have in store for her. That was the biggest challenge for her—to fully trust him, no matter what he planned for a scene. Over the past three months, she had come to learn that, in the end, she was the one who basked in the euphoria of unexpurgated pleasure and satisfaction. Her Daddy knew how to read her needs and fed them with a confidence that left her breathless.

The time had come to let go of her insecurities, restrictions, and doubt to fully embrace the future that waited ahead.

A future with her Daddy.

“Oh, shitty bang-bang,” she mumbled as a club coordinator brought over a set of trolleys bearing a range of toys and implements, some completely foreign to her. “Well, an explanation any time soon would be highly appreciated,” she lilted in a thin voice, clearly intimidated.

“Exactly what I said, my pet. I’m going to perform some sexual experiments to determine your arousal levels to different forms and intensities of stimulation.” Wiggling his eyebrows, he lifted each ankle, raising them above her to attach the cuffs to the side poles, and locked them in place.

“I haven’t pushed too many of your boundaries, and that’s the purpose of these experiments... to push past your natural boundaries. No need to worry, love. You know I’ll never hurt you, and I won’t do anything dangerous in a physical sense.” He smiled. “Uncomfortable, perhaps, but not dangerous.”

“How reassuring,” she snubbed him, overcome with helplessness at how exposed she felt. Even though they were in the medical examination room, all the scenes at the club were open-door unless otherwise indicated, so anyone could watch through the large peep window. Although she was anxious, it unsettled her that she was also highly aroused by the whole situation.

“Oh Lord,” she moaned as he slid the lower section of the table out and moved it to one side, settling into the space provided on a small round chair.

“All you need to do is relax, my pet. Who knows, I might even allow you to come.”

“Let it be known, Master Alpha, if I don’t climax at the end of this, you didn’t offer what you promised.”

“Oh? And what did I promise?”

“A reward. Nothing but a hard climax will do, in case you were wondering.”

“Ah, but therein lies the crux of the unexpected. Rewards and pleasure come in many shapes and forms.” Pulling on a pair of surgical gloves, he generously applied lube to his index finger. “Breathe in, love. We’re going to begin.”

“Ohh!” A low hiss echoed through the room at the cold lube on her heated skin. Holding her breath, she reveled in the warmth that followed each teasing brush as he rubbed it all over her labia before rolling the tip of his finger up and down her slit.

“As I thought... already quite wet,” he commented as if to himself.

Biting her lip, Sage watched with trepidation as he picked up a long thin metal and inserted it all the way inside her pussy.

“This probe will register every sexual response you have.”

“Please explain why you need a piece of steel to assist with something you can easily detect with a touch of your hand?”

“Because it picks up on the minutest change of heat and increased pulse, I will be able to assess which touches or caresses sexually affect you the most. No mere touch can compete with that.” While explaining, he connected the two wires attached to the probe to a small monitor on one of the trolleys. “Perfect,” he crooned with a satisfied nod.

Already aroused by her Daddy’s magnetic presence, the probe inside her exacerbated her state of mind. Not only did every movement remind her it was there, but it simultaneously deprived her of the thickness and depth her body was crying out for.

“Now for the fun part.”

Sage squirmed as he gently clamped a small round disc onto her clit.

“Shit!” A cry of surprise split the silence of the room as he pressed a control, setting it to buzz against her swollen nub. “Ahh,” she moaned, pushing her body into it as much as she could, a fruitless exercise since the disc was near weightless. The expression on Kaden’s face was telling. He knew exactly what she was experiencing. Flicking the switch, he turned up the intensity until she writhed and twisted as much as her bound arms and legs allowed.

“Oh, freaking hell,” she protested as the prickle of a thousand needles deep inside her core warned her of an orgasm rapidly building within her.

“Remember the rule, Patty Cakes,” he murmured as he watched her teetering closer and closer to the edge of no return.

“Yes, Daddy. You don’t need to remind me. I’m not allowed to come,” she spat out through clenched teeth.

“Good girl.” Turning the screen, he pointed at the monitor. “Watch, Patty Cakes.”

The screen showed a pulse, and it was evident the more aroused she became, the more erratic the results. With lips parted, she panted as the buzz against her clit turned into a monster gnawing away at her control. Her lower body twitched and shuddered as rampant waves of heat flooded her veins. Based on the result evidenced on the screen, Kaden was controlling the pulse to keep her right on the edge, reducing and increasing the intensity so the release teased, only to retreat, never quite reaching full fruition.

“God, no! Not that,” she wailed as Kaden attached two suction cups to each nipple. These were also connected to a control he didn’t waste time switching on. “Holy shit!”

Already hard and aroused from the stimulation to her clit, her nipples pulsed and swelled, driving her back to the edge in no time. Every time she got used to the pressure, he would increase it, and the sensation, combined with the buzzing on her clit, was becoming too much to bear.

“Too much! Please, Daddy. I need to come,” she cried out as she writhed around, begging for release.

“Not yet, Patty Cakes.” With an air of masochistic pleasure, he watched the screen, adjusting the power accordingly. “You’re doing very well, but I want you to give me more. Tonight, I want you to dig deep, my pet. Show me how fragmented and entrenched your natural submissiveness is into your will.”

Being simultaneously stimulated in two different ways threatened to fry her mind. Her ability to stave off the pressure that kept swirling higher and higher inside her dwindled rapidly.

“Don’t come, Patty Cakes,” Kaden warned as he gently removed the suction cups. “Now, isn’t that a pretty sight?”

Panting and struggling to hold on to her sanity, she glanced down, shocked to see how swollen and engorged her nipples were. They continued throbbing as if the cups were still attached.

“I think I’m done, Daddy. This is as far as I can go tonight.”

“Ah, but we have only just begun, my sweet sub.”

“No! No-no-no!” Her moans crawled in a husky wail from her lips as he selected a pair of nipple clamps from the trolley.

“Your breasts are extremely responsive to arousal, my pet. Much more than I realized.” A wicked grin brightened his face. “A piece of knowledge that we’ll explore in depth in future scenes.”

“Fucking hell!” Her cry of pain marked the clamping of one nipple. Since they were so swollen, the clamps were tight, causing shards of pain to shoot through her brain.

“Breathe through the pain, Patty Cakes. Come, slow, deep breaths.” With his gentle coaxing, while he kept an eye on the monitor, Sage managed to press past the initial scorching hurt. A soft moan crawled to the surface as he gently stroked the underside of the other breast. “You’re doing very well, little one.”

Leaning down, he gently sucked on the nipple until Sage writhed against his mouth.

“Fuck! I hate you,” she screeched as a smarting pain shot through the mist of desire as he unexpectedly attached the clover clamp to her throbbing nipple. “That fucking hurts.”

“Then it’s doing its job, and the spike on the monitor proves just how much your body craves a little pain to increase your lust.”

“That’s highly debatable,” she mumbled, but deep inside, she admitted the truth of what he said. The pain had receded to a dull throb that increased the growing need inside her loins. She looked down and moaned. The clamps made her nipples stand out even more. A chain, which hung just below her navel, connected the clamps. While she cringed at the reason, her face flushed at the trickle of sticky essence dripping from her pussy at the thought of what he intended to do with it. Desperately, she clenched her inner muscles to stop the flood of lust from being noticed.

The effort was too little too late, which his chuckle confirmed as he picked up a wet wipe to dry her.

“God, you’re soaked.”

“You don’t need to state the obvious, Daddy,” she muttered morosely, still miffed she had been denied the erotic spanking she had been looking forward to.

“Let’s test my theory, shall we?”

“Let’s not— Owww!” Pain threatened to blind her as he tugged on the chain, causing the clover clamps to tighten around her nipples.

“Enough of the bratty attitude, Patty Cakes.” His dark voice warned her he had given her enough leeway. “I’m more than willing to pause this exercise for a quick punishment.”

“No... oww... need, Daddy,” she whimpered as he tugged harder on the chain attached to the nipple clamps.

“Hmm, just as I said. Your body reacts to pain very beautifully, little one.”

Whimpers that reflected the conflicting sensation of pleasure and pain filled the room as he pulled the clamps upward, stretching her nipples and elongating them.

“Fuck-fucking-fuck,” she wailed, humiliated as within seconds she rocked on the brink of an orgasm sparked by the conflict of pleasure and pain that flooded her mind.

“Let’s do a couple more... just for good measure.” The way he watched her with dark eyes and an intense look on his face was just as arousing as the relentless tugging and pulling on her nipples. The clamps were so tight around her nipples, she didn’t know where the pain came from, but without a doubt, it was what kicked her lust sky-high.

“Come! I need to come, please, Daddy!”

“Too soon, my pet. Much too soon.” He brushed his palm over her stomach. “Ready?”

“To come? Hell yes!”

“No, to make sure you don’t.” That said, he gave the clamps a hard yank, ripping them off her nipples. “Fuck, look at that,” he said, watching the erratic spike of the pulse monitor.

“Gaawd! Owww! Owww!”

“Breathe, Patty Cakes. Just breathe.”

“Wh-Who can b-breathe when pain is all you see and feel?” The glare she attempted failed since she was struggling to breathe through the pain as the blood flooded the abused vessels. If the torment of being clamped was bad, this was worse. A burning, stinging pain throbbed through her breasts, pulsing as if her nipples had been dipped in volcanic lava. “Where is the pleasure you promised?”

“Therein lies the conundrum you don’t even realize, little one.”

One finger delved deep inside her pussy, swirling and pumping. The squishing sound of wetness warmed her ears as she realized just how aroused her body was. A flash of heat surged through her stomach as he probed deeper. A rich moan resonated deep within her throat, racing up, only to be snuffed in the clench of her jaw.

“You’re so wet. If not for the fact I watched every movement, I’d have wondered if you hadn’t climaxed.”

“If you don’t stop doing that, I will soon,” she croaked, squeezing her core muscles to keep the orgasm from crashing over her.

There was no denying it. Kaden had exposed her to sensations she had never known existed and subsequently compelled her to discover within herself a sensual licentiousness to which she willingly engaged. At first, it frightened as much as it thrilled her to think one man had that much sexual power to make her shudder and perform on demand... like a marionette on strings. As her Daddy, she knew this power delighted Kaden to no end.

The rogue untethered something feral that ran unrestrained inside her, that prodded the circumference of her lust, teased it, squirming obscured under the wire to swamp her otherwise insentient ardor that snoozed amiably, then without warning, jostling it awake in a snare and pilfering it away from her control.

“Soon, little one. Just one more test.” His warm breath teased the tendrils of hair at her temples, awakening a myriad of goosebumps to tiptoe over her skin.

In some form, the threat of him was always near, always blatantly present. Camouflaged in a soft breath or a lingering gaze, a sudden tactile brush would stir and tug at her loins, teasing out the hidden reservoir of her passion. Turning and twisting her quickly into an eager host, she would capitulate to the prick that roused the hunger. She might have denied it to herself until now and did her best to hide it from him—in a way to protect her heart from being hurt since love was one emotion she struggled to trust.

No more. With this test, he had laid bare her true feelings. Now, he knew the extent he controlled her lusts... to which she now willingly surrendered.

“Oh Lord, no,” she wailed as he selected a dildo from the trolley.

“You’re so wet, I don’t actually need to do this.” Winking at her, he unwrapped and lathered it generously with lube. Ensuring the probe remained in place, he carefully slid the offending rubber dick inside her. “Here you go, Patty Cakes,” he said as he switched it on.

“Dammit to hell,” she protested as the sudden feeling of fullness, the buzzing on her clit, and the burning of her nipples had her clenching hard around it. “Of course, you’ll enjoy my suffering,” she sneered as his face lit up when he watched the readings from the probe on the screen.

“There’s a thin line between suffering and pleasure, my pet. Readings like these reflect a high level of euphoria.” He leaned in to place a lingering kiss on her lips. “Don’t you know that’s my one goal, love? To give you pleasure unbound? Now, don’t forget the rule. No climaxing until I tell you to.” Patting her chin, he grinned. “This part of the test is of particular interest to me, since it represents the next step in our relationship.”

“Holy shit.” Doing her best to cringe out of the way, she had nowhere to go due to how she was restricted on the bed. “Whatever you intend doing with that thing, I’m telling you now, I’m not going to like it.

“That’s a matter of opinion. Me, on the other hand, believe it’s what is going to tip you over.”

Picking a needleless syringe, he filled it with lube.

“Just relax, little one. This isn’t going to hurt one bit.” That said, he squirted some of the lube around her anus before pushing the tip of the syringe slowly inside and discharging the cold liquid inside her rectum.

“Fuck me,” she screeched as the feeling had her tipping over again, her entire body jerking and shuddering. “I can’t... I’m coming!”

“Not yet,” Kaden’s gaze was darting back and forth between the monitor and Sage. Quickly reducing the buzzing of the clit disc, the immediacy of her need to come receded. “Almost there, little one. This is going to slip in without trouble since it’s much thinner than the training one I used last week.”

His words did little to settle Sage’s discomfort as he easily slipped a longer, slimmer dildo inside her anus.

“Easy, love,” he cautioned as she moaned and twitched in a desperate tango as he pumped the anal dildo in and out of her, inflating the one inside her pussy, filling her up completely.

“Sweet holy fuck,” she screamed and thrashed against the bindings as she tried to cope with the overstimulation of her body.

“That’s it, Patty Cakes. Let go of your restraint. I know you want to. The only thing that will appease the hunger that now haunts that empty complexion of your forest green eyes is a good hard climax.”

It was evident Kaden reveled in the crimson bloom flushing her cheeks—an acknowledgment he spoke the truth. Sage knew her Daddy relished his role as seducer and tormentor, like a privateer would a letter of marque. At that moment, she thanked the Universe for bringing him across her path. She couldn’t envision any other man bringing her to the heights of pleasure he did.

Kaden buried his face in her loins and lashed at the wet folds with the flat of his tongue. Sage cried out, surprised at the unexpectedness of the act, tilting her hips higher as she attempted to get harder traction against him. Her eyes rolled up into their sockets as he sampled the sticky essence of her loins, dripping from her slit which was spread wide courtesy of the size of the dildo.

“Yes, Patty Cakes, that’s what I want to see,” he praised against her heated center.

“I can’t anymore. Please Daddy, I have to come!” Rolling her hips in an orbit against his face, the saturated color of his aroused groan spilled out against her quivering thighs and pushed her closer to the edge.

“Now, love. Come for Daddy.”

It was all Sage needed. Teetering on the edge in a momentary frozen moment, she fell apart as he sucked the swollen nub of her clit deep inside his mouth. Panting and breathless, she rode the waves of an orgasm that once started, never seemed to stop.

Again and again, it rippled through her, rolling on and on as she tipped on the edge, never dropping back but not quite pushing over completely. It crashed through her and over her and within her. It exhausted her, yet she wanted it never to end.

Suspended in time, at his mercy completely as he controlled her body, making it jump and dance and perform for him, all Sage could do was cry out and hold on, praying for the finale. How long he kept her hanging on a thread, she had no idea, forcing one orgasm after the other from her shuddering body.

“What happened?” Groggily, with her body still shaking from over-indulgence, Sage came to, realizing she must have passed out.

“You tell me, little one. Did I deliver on what I promised?” The smile on his lips was one of dominant satisfaction.

“Oh, yes, Daddy. You delivered.”
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Chapter Seven
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Attorney General’s Offices, Baton Rouge ...

“I know you said no interruptions, A.G. Wilde, but CIA Deputy Director Slade Lewis insists on seeing you.” Linnie Cooper, Tanner’s PA, waved her hands in the air. “Since I know he’s a personal friend, I thought perhaps...”

“No need to stress about it, Linnie. Let him in. He’s too hard-headed and won’t leave until I see him.”

“He’s not alone. Kaden Frazer is with him.”

“Of course, he is.”

Tanner had expected Slade to start hounding him, but he should’ve known Kaden would insist on being involved along with him. Perhaps with Triple K Secure’s assistance, they might close in quicker on the group who had managed to evade incarceration in 2008 and were now, years later, relaxed in believing they got away scot-free, and were once again responsible for the recent flare-up of the same.

At the time, the Levin-Coburn report, which was based on the findings of the FDIC, stated the vulnerabilities that created the potential for the crisis were years in the making, but the collapse of the housing bubble—fueled by low-interest rates, easy and available credit, scant regulation, and toxic mortgages—was the spark that ignited a string of events, which led to a full-blown crisis in the Fall of 2008. Based on their findings, only one banker was jailed. The current developments raised multiple questions about their investigation since it was becoming abundantly clear the recent flare-up pointed to the fact the financial crisis had been a carefully planned project to enrich individuals.

Tanner first became a cop and later an attorney because he believed in right and wrong. His dedication, strict moral beliefs, and the way he pursued justice had been what had paved the way to his appointment as the State’s Attorney General. Becoming involved to eliminate the bastards who blatantly and without remorse exploited the citizens of the country was an easy decision to make. It hadn’t been easy to be accepted into the outer circle of the corrupt organization, who was aptly named, Golden Wizards, since his reputation as an officer of the law who walked the straight and narrow path was well known.

“You could’ve made an appointment, you know,” he said as his two friends walked into his office. “I’ll have a double Espresso, Linnie, since I’m sure these two oafs have already placed their order.”

“Indeed, they have,” she said with a chuckle as she closed the door behind them.

“I knew you’d be in the office today to catch up on admin since you’ve been out in the field for so long.” Slade sat down. “Besides, why bother making an appointment when we all know you wouldn’t chase us away?”

“Professional courtesy, for one. For another, not wasting my time, which at the moment is rather thinly spread.”

“You’re right,” Kaden interjected before the two of them launched a time-wasting battle of words. “We should’ve phoned first, but we’re here now, so let’s not waste any more time. You know why we came.”

“I gave your proposal a lot of thought over the weekend,” Tanner looked between them, his jaw grim. “It’s not going to work.”

“Why not?” Slade leaned forward, fixing a challenging gaze on him.

“For one thing, both of you are already at loggerheads with Whitmore, Beats, and Lewis over Sage. I studied the intel you provided, Kaden, and it confirmed our suspicions. We already know the three of them have a hand in the pie, and we’re closing in on finding solid proof of their involvement. If you suddenly become involved with Golden Wizards, it’ll be a red flag, and we’ll lose the headway we made to date. It’s a risk I’m not willing to take. This time, we want to crack down on every last one involved. I want them all behind bars.”

“Golden Wizards?” Slade rolled the words on his tongue.

“It’s what the organization has recently been christened by its new leaders. Tacky and obscene but rather apt, I’d say.”

“Who is your contact then if not one of them?” Slade grated out through tight lips.

“Hank Butler, Senior Deputy Comptroller for Supervision Risk and Analysis on the OCC Executive Committee and more recently, with the addition of the casino to the pot of gold, Jock Abrams.”

“Hank Butler from the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency? The supposed independent bureau of the U.S. Department of the Treasury?” Kaden’s voice darkened perceptively.

“The one and only.”

“The one entity that is supposed to ensure banks operate in a safe and sound manner and comply with applicable laws and regulations.” Slade shook his head. “It boggles the mind.”

“Greed is a vicious taskmaster.”

Linnie, arriving with their drinks order, interrupted Tanner. He waited until she closed the door behind her.

“Social Darwinism flourishes as an ideology to justify greed and cruelty. For humanity, it is a devolutionary mechanism and the opposite of social chivalry. To them, they’re claiming their due, not crippling the economy.”

“So, what can we do to help? Sage is back at work today, and even though she’ll be stationed at the Baton Rouge field office instead of in Washington, D.C., I don’t trust Whitmore. Beats even less.” Kaden took a sip of his latte, appearing pensive. “Whitmore pushed too hard to have her fired. He must know by now that she managed to dig out some information of his involvement.”

“Stupid prick sparked further suspicions with his actions,” Slade interjected. “If that’s not a sign of his corrupt involvement, I don’t know what is.”

“They’ve been exceedingly careful. All communication between them and the other parties involved have been verbal. We can’t trace any physical proof or a paper trail of any exchange, money included.”

“What about the dark web?” Kaden’s gaze sharpened. “There’s not one criminal I know of who doesn’t do their best business in the deepest virtual world. They must be pocketing or laundering money through asset acquisition by the billions. One way or the other, there has to be signs that their reported income doesn’t warrant their expenses or assets.”

“The National Intelligence’s IT looked into it but couldn’t find anything substantial. Last week, we decided to appoint the best hackers out there to look at the dark web. They’ve been at it for the past three days. I received a report this morning, and it seems they found a backdoor Beats left open in one of his communication channels.”

“So, they’re making headway.” Slade started pacing. “The scale of this corrupt cell is spreading as we speak. The additional information Kaden’s team found shows bankers, businessmen, and politicians across every state are involved. How the fuck are we going to clamp down on all of them without some slipping through the cracks?” His voice was strained and forced.

“Unless you and Kaden’s team formally sign up to work with National Intelligence on this, that’ll be my problem. You’ll have to get special high-level security clearance first, though.”

“We’re in. You know we abhor corruption, particularly on this level. What do we do next?” Kaden said without preamble.

“I’ll discuss it with the Director of National Intelligence. For now, the best you can do is keep Sage and your families safe. If any of them find out you’ve been digging into this, you’re all in danger.” Tanner looked between them, his expression stern.

“We know for certain the Sanchigo Mafia Group is involved with the Treasure Chest Casino project and by association, with the Lloyd Gaming Group. They are cruel bastards and don’t hesitate to eliminate anyone who stands in the way of them pocketing as much money as they can get their hands on without landing in jail. That alone is a warning to keep your heads buried in the sand, rather than offering yourself for target practice.”

“We found information that Jock Abrams is on their payroll. Is that the only association?” Kaden said.

“No. Jock is nothing other than a spokesperson for them.” Tanner hesitated briefly. “As is Dante Miller.”

“I fucking knew the bastard was only a smoke screen for the Lloyd Gaming Group!” Kaden grunted as he got up. “But the mafia running it? I find that hard to believe.”

“They might not officiate the board but believe me when I say Sanchigo controls the money train to and from their vault and has a firm hold over the shareholders. Don’t forget, the Sicilian mafia has been running the casinos all over the state since the time of Carlos Marcello. Nowadays, they don’t even hide their involvement.” Tanner leaned forward with his elbows on the desk.

“If they caught wind of any of you, and in particular Sage, sniffing around their paddock, they won’t hesitate to send their bulldogs in to rip her to shreds. Don’t take the warning I gave you at the casino lightly, Kaden. Pull Sage out. Now.”
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A secluded cabin in Fontainebleau State Park, on the banks of Lake Pontchartrain, Louisiana...

Jock Abrams paced the living area of the cabin with growing unease. His lean but muscular frame was taut with tension. He, more than anyone, knew the danger of being involved with the latest Godfather of New Orleans, Silvestro Sanchigo. Having witnessed his ruthless killing of rats invading his realm, as he called it, Jock walked on eggshells every day of his life—had been for the past twelve years.

The Sanchigo Mafia gave the saying, The Big Mob of The Big Easy, new meaning. The city’s organized crime history was extensive, especially regarding the Sicilian mafia. New Orleans was thought to be the first area in the United States where the traditional mafia formed into an organized criminal element. Mafia violence in the city dated back to the late 1800s.

Much later, Carlos “Little Man” Marcello, once a French Quarter petty thief, surfaced as the city’s crime boss. He was born in Tunisia in 1910 but moved to Louisiana with the name Calogero Minacore, which was later changed to Carlos Marcello by his parents.

Early in the late 1940s, Marcello governed an illicit organization in Louisiana and other states along the Gulf Coast, including Texas. He took in millions of dollars from vice rackets. Teaming up with high-ranking Frank Costello of New York, he commanded slot machines throughout the region. The self-described tomato salesman’s reach extended to Las Vegas. According to a 2008 story in the Las Vegas Sun, the Tropicana Hotel-Casino’s hidden ownership on the strip “included Carlos Marcello, the don of the New Orleans mob.”

“Yeah, and however much people feared Marcello, he isn’t a patch on Silvestro Sanchigo,” Jock muttered, running a trembling hand through his reddish curly hair. His gaze drifted listlessly over the lake through the glass planes of the patio doors. The early morning was all doom and gloom, with a thick haze of mist drifting over the stillness of the water.

“Fuck, I hope it’s not a prediction of how my day is gonna end.”

From a young age, he’d had a fascination with the mob, having watched The Godfather movies ad nauseum, driving his mother crazy. He knew every word spoken in every movie off hand. Little wonder his career had led him to a path where his life became fully entrenched with the mafia.

Sanchigo’s evil reputation cast a cloud of fear over those in his path—Jock included. The man was untouchable, even by people in power. Chief judges, police chiefs, and a myriad of law enforcement entities were forced into a series of extreme cover-ups to keep themselves out of Sanchigo’s crosshairs.

There were days Jock regretted ever approaching the feared mobster with a proposal to ingrain his empire into the Lloyd Gaming Group. Except money was the incentive he couldn’t resist or walk away from. The deal they had struck had kept him and his cohort living in the lap of luxury ever since. If he stopped working today, he’d still continue in the same lifestyle without making a dent in his bank account.

Like the earlier mobsters, Sanchigo ruled The Big Easy with an iron fist and with little constraint from public officials. He was the epitome of the destructive power of New Orleans criminal leaders and the grave consequences awaiting those in their line of fire.

Being summoned for an unscheduled meeting at a remote location worried Jock. Sanchigo never did anything without reason.

“Fuck!” The cry of surprise cracked through the silence of the room as he spun around when the door suddenly opened behind him. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I can ask you the same question.” Breath wheezing from exertion, Dante Miller plunked his behemoth frame without restraint into the wingback chair, which groaned in protest under his weight. “Why the fuck the road ends a mile back is beyond me. I didn’t expect to go on a hike to reach the cabin,” he huffed irritably as he wiped the sweat from his brow with a paw-like hand. His oversized frame was testimony to his way of life. Over-indulgence wasn’t limited to spending money. He lived luxury and greed. Like a trojan horse, he proudly displayed his undisciplined behavior and showed his large physicality with a sense of pride, a trophy of his wealth, however shadily obtained.

“So, you don’t know why we’ve been summoned to this godforsaken place, either?” Dante said, the words crawling from his chest amid the continued struggle to catch his breath. Glancing around, he waved a hand at the small bar in the corner. “Is it stocked? Fuck if I don’t need a drink.”

“Why don’t you fucking check for yourself?” Jock muttered under his breath, but instead of indulging in a verbal battle he didn’t have the strength for at the moment, he poured two stiff whiskeys. Chucking his down, he savored its burning path down his esophagus. The liquor turned down the volume on his thoughts. One shot did the trick, preparing him for the arrival of the most feared man in The Big Easy.

“Fucking weak as piss,” Dante complained. “Pour us another.”

Jock was hard pressed to keep his irritation at bay at being ordered about. Deciding against another for himself, he handed the glass to Dante. Being drunk was the fool’s anesthetic. It put his primitive self in command when it was the worst captain of all, something he couldn’t afford today, particularly since he couldn’t shake a sense of doom.

Posture perking up with awareness of a soft scraping sound from the front door, Jock was prepared for it opening this time. As usual, Bulldog, Sanchigo’s bodyguard, walked in first. The man was a virtual image of ancient Greek fantasies, a Herculean figure of immense strength that showed in every strand of taut muscle and sinew. Ignoring the two men, he did a thorough sweep of the cabin before opening the door for the godfather himself.

“You can enter, sir.”

Salvitore Sanchigo walked into the cabin with an air of ownership, a picture of utter nonchalance, as if he were merely arriving for an informal breakfast. His muscular frame was as relaxed as his face. He seemed to be smiling—a rare occurrence for the mobster—as if something good was about to happen. The world fell through Jock’s feet. Good for him was likely bad for them. Very bad.

Sanchigo was a man with presence. When he strolled into a room, it felt as though a ticking bomb in the back of your mind waited to explode. Tall, well-built, with snow-white hair that hugged his collar against darkly tanned skin, he had the appearance of a medieval wizard. Jock had no idea how old he was, but rumor had it that he was edging toward sixty.

“I appreciate punctuality.” With the lake as a backdrop behind him, he stood in front of the window. The morning light streamed in from behind him, creating a halo effect around his head.

Jock was hard pressed not to cringe back and drop his gaze when the formidable man set his trajectory on him.

“I believe the event at the Treasure Chest Casino went well?”

“It did. The announcement of the thirty-story apartment hotel specifically drew excitement.”

“Of course, it would. Money is going to roll in and the majority of the people present are going to revel in it.” Sanchigo smirked. “Not as much as me, but still, they should kiss my feet for my brilliance in suggesting apartments instead of the usual boring hotel rooms.”

“Indeed. It was a stroke of genius.” Jock shifted uncomfortably under the darkening glow in Sanchigo’s eyes.

“I understand the board at the Lloyd Gaming Group is questioning the percentage of my remuneration. Why did I have to hear about that via the grapevine and not from one of you?”

Jock started. It was news to him. A sideways glance at Dante showed his unease as he shifted his heavy frame in the chair.

“Ah, so you’re the one who is keeping information from me.” Not surprisingly, Sanchigo picked up on the two men’s reaction. “The question is, is it the board or you who instigated the discord, Mr. Miller?”

“I... no, well, I know about it, but I have nothing to do with it.”

“No? Aren’t you the CEO? The one who drives the discussions and decisions reached around the table?”

“I’m the CEO, yes, but you know very well all decisions are collective. I do not have the yea say on any matter.”

“But your opinion carries the most weight.” Sanchigo’s gaze shifted to Jock. “You have been working with me for twelve years. Miller, a mere six. Perhaps you need to enlighten him that I have a very adverse reaction to people who lie to me.”

“I’m not lying,” Dante screeched, struggling to lift his heavy-set body from the chair but ended back in the seat with a grunt as Bulldog pushed him down with one hand on his shoulder. He glowered at him. “Take your fucking hands off me.”

“Careful, Dante. One gesture from me and you will be breathing air through a slit-open esophagus. I suggest you remain seated. Think very carefully before you open your mouth again. Between the three of you, Bulldog is the only one who I trust explicitly.”

“I have never given you reason to doubt my loyalty,” Dante protested but stopped struggling against the iron grip on his shoulder.

“Until now.” Lighting a cigarillo, Sanchigo blew out the smoke, watching the swirl of circles slowly dissipate in the air. His eyes narrowed. “It seems you have the same bad habits as the poor souls who frequent the gambling establishments, except you play with big money. Yes.” Sanchigo’s smiled turned Cheshire-like. “I know all about it. As I also know, you are in dire need of a cash influx. So, is that it? You wish to cut my share and increase yours? Tell me, Mr. Miller, what makes you think you have any authority to shortcut me? Do you even know the power I hold over your entire organization?”

“With all due respect, Mr. Sanchigo, you only benefit financially because the board and I have allowed it over the years. Unfortunately, our tolerance for you cashing in on our hard work has withered. So, the power you believe you have is no more. No one wants to be shortchanged just so you reap the result of our hard work.”

Sanchigo’s laughter chased chills down Jock’s spine. He stared at Dante in disbelief. No one challenged Silvestro Sanchigo. No one... not if you wanted to live. Besides that, it was evident Dante had overplayed his hand. Worse, he had no idea the one who held everyone’s future on the Lloyd Gaming Board in the palm of his hand was the man he was ridiculing.

“Let me show you just how far my power reaches, you spineless prick.” His chin lifted in an unspoken order.

“Jesus! No!” Dante’s cries of pain echoed over the lake as Bulldog pinned his arm down on the chair and systematically broke each of his fingers. “Stop, please!”

Neither Sanchigo nor Bulldog showed any mercy as his other hand followed the same fate. Clutching his hands against his chest, tears ran down his face, contorted with pain, his fingers dangling uselessly.

“One thing you need to realize, a little too late, unfortunately, is I don’t suffer fools easily. You, Mr. Miller, are the greatest of them all. You allowed greed to rule common sense. I might be a criminal, but one thing always wins the day... Never overestimate your own status or power. There is always a shark who dares to swim in the low tide.” He laughed at Dante’s screams of pain as he cruelly slapped his hands. “Fare thee well in the afterlife, Mr. Miller.”

Registering the meaning of Sanchigo’s words, Dante’s mouth gaped open in horror. His useless hands desperately clutched at his slit-open throat, courtesy of the razor-sharp dagger in Bulldog’s hand. Eyes glazing over, his life force flowed in a river of red from the gaping wound to pool in the crevices of the wingback chair.

Jock couldn’t conjure up any sympathy for the dead man. He had dug his own grave.

Not many people knew it, but Lloyd Gaming Group was Salvitore Sanchigo. Developer, owner, and proprietor of the gambling entity registered under the trust his mother had set up for him when he was a child—a child with the name of Carlo Coldero.

The man who didn’t hesitate to kill to stay in control at all times caught Jock’s eye, resulting in his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in agitation.

“Six years ago, you declined the position. It seems the CEO seat of Lloyd Gaming Group just became vacant. The job is yours, Jock, at double the salary Miller earned, as well as his share in all our endeavors.” He ambled toward the door. “Think about it. This time you have nothing to lose.”

“I don’t need to think about it. I accept.”

A nod was Sanchigo’s only response as he walked out of the cabin. For the first time since the Don of The Big Easy had walked into the cabin, Jock drew a proper breath.

“Jesus Christ,” he sighed as he sat down on the sofa, watching Bulldog easily drag the obese body of Dante Miller out of the house. Moments later, he appeared at the front of the house, dragging the dead body to the bank of the lake.

Jock didn’t stick around to watch him dispose of the body. Six years ago, he had taken a gamble by not accepting the job offer from Sanchigo. He hadn’t been ready. Now, he was. His knowledge of the gambling and casino industry was vast and the most valuable of all.

More so was the inside information he had on Silvestro Sanchigo.

Jock Abrams had just played the ace he had kept close to his chest for the past twelve years. Time would tell if he was the better gambler of the two.

“Your first task as the CEO of Lloyd Gaming Group is to put a stop to the investigation by Triple K Secure into our involvement, as well as the LGG, in the flare-up of the Wall Street fraud. Our money laundering business is currently running like a well-oiled machine. Potentially, this could impact the success of the opening of the land-based Treasure Chest Casino. I’ll be at your disposal should you require assistance.” Bulldog watched him from the door where he had appeared like the phantom. “Mr. Sanchigo wants a report on your findings of what and who instigated the investigation in two days.”

Within a blink of an eye, Bulldog disappeared as quietly as he came, leaving Jock to stare at the door.

“And so, it begins.”
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Chapter Eight
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FBI Satellite Office, Baton Rouge...

“I may just as well come home,” Sage bleated over the cell phone during lunchtime on her first day back at work.

“It can’t be that bad, love. I know the office is much smaller than you’re used to in Washington, D.C., but the work you do is the same.” Kaden’s smooth voice managed to calm her down somewhat. “Besides, you’re heading up the Special Criminal Investigation Division at the FBI Federal Office in Baton Rouge. You get to decide which cases to work on.”

“Except there are none.”

“I find that hard to believe. Louisiana is a big state. There’s no way there are no open criminal allegations.”

“That’s just it. Director Whitmore allocated all the open cases to the neighboring office.”

“Exert your authority, love. You have a team who is capable, and I’m sure eager to get back to work. Now that you’re there, inform the neighboring office to return all the dockets and get to work.”

“You’re right. I’m sure they’re overworked and didn’t need another load dumped on them. Besides, I refuse to allow that corrupt bastard to get me under. Thanks, Daddy. You always know what’s best.”

“No, little one. I’m only making suggestions. You’re the one who has to make the decision and take action.”

Sage’s heart warmed at how much Kaden cared. Every suggestion and action from his side was to ensure she was taken care of and to make her happy. Suddenly returning to work at a much smaller office and a new environment she had dreaded wasn’t as dark and dreary as she imagined it to be. He was right. She was in charge of the division. Decisions on cases were hers to make, and she had the authority to demand their open cases be returned to them.

“How did the meeting with Tanner go?”

“Let’s discuss that at home tonight. For now, get back to work. Love you, Patty Cakes. I’ll see you later.”

Thirty minutes later, Sage marched into the SAC’s office, armed with the required documentation to order the return of their cases.

“SAC Jones, do you have a moment, please?”

“Ah, Agent Lewis, how is your first day going?”

“Slow, I’m sorry to say.”

“It’s a satellite office. I’m afraid we don’t have as much action as Washington, D.C.” Helena Jones had been the special agent in charge of the office for the past six years. Her record showed she was a fair and strict leader, which was what Sage depended on to get approval to start working on their cases again. “So, what can I do for you?”

“I’m confused. My team has no cases of note they’re currently working on. Apparently, the bigger investigations were transferred to the New Orleans office over the weekend. I find that strange, specifically in light of the fact I am here to lead the team now.”

“I wasn’t aware of such an instruction.” Helena’s gaze clouded over. “I definitely didn’t issue any order of cases to be transferred, nor did I have a discussion with SAC Burt Douglas to that effect.”

“Apparently, the order came from Director Whitmore.” Sage relaxed at the anger exploding like a splatter of paint on Helena’s face.

“He has no right to interfere with my office, especially without discussing it with me.” She held out her hand. “Are those documents relevant to those cases?”

“I took the liberty of drawing up instructions to have all dockets, virtual and paper, returned to our office posthaste.”

“Thank you. Leave them with me. I’ll handle this matter.” Helena straightened her back, her lips pressed into a grim line. It was evident she didn’t appreciate Director Whitmore undermining her authority as the person in charge of the office. “By tomorrow morning, you and your team will be back in charge. The New Orleans office is bogged down with criminal investigations as it is. I have no idea what Whitmore was thinking, but I will have a serious discussion with SAC Douglas.”

“Thank you. After three months of counting the hours of the day, I’m eager to get back to work.”

“There is one condition to you returning to your full-time function, Agent Lewis. The human resources division made a point of informing me in writing. Any digression to this, and I’m afraid your career at the FBI will be over.”

“Let me guess. The cold case investigation into the financial and Ponzi scheme fraud I was working on that led to my suspension.”

“Exactly. It’s in the past. Over. If you wish to continue on the path you had set out when you joined the FBI, let it go. Sometimes, our moral compass needs a restart, a brief moment of avoidance to enable us to weigh what is more important to us in that very moment for the long run.” One eyebrow lifted in a delicate question mark. “Do you understand what I’m alluding to?”

“Yes, SAC Jones. I understand.” Lifting her chin, Sage looked at her unblinkingly. “One question, though. Doesn’t it make you wonder why everyone in Washington, D.C. is so eager to keep the case under wraps when I uncovered clear evidence of further corruption and fraud? If I was barking up the wrong tree, why was there an assassination attempt on my life?”

Helena Jones returned her stare for long moments as she mulled over what she’d said.

“I’m a firm believer in right and wrong, Agent Lewis. I have confidence in our federal justice system to believe someone, maybe the National Intelligence Commission or another law-abiding entity, will get to the bottom of the problem. Unfortunately, and for your own safety, it won’t be you.”

“Yes, I got that message loud and clear.” A rueful smile darkened her face. “Thanks for intervening, SAC Jones. I could see how frustrated the team was when I arrived this morning. Their morale is very low, and snippets of the Bureau believing they’re incompetent are floating around the office.”

“The matter will be resolved before the end of the day. You can set their minds at rest that it was the result of a miscommunication and not an instruction supported by me.”

“Will do.”

Sage spent the balance of the day interviewing and getting to know her team. Setting a rapport between them was important. The last thing she needed was for them to blame her for losing the cases they had worked so hard on. No one liked to be shortsighted, and credit taken by others for the effort they had put in from the start.

It soothed her mind that SAC Helena Jones wasn’t in Whitmore’s back pocket. To the contrary, from her reaction that morning, she liked the man less than Sage did.

After confirmation from SAC Jones, just as she was about to leave for the day, that their cases would be returned the following morning, Sage felt more relaxed about what the future at the new office held in store for her. At least she had her superior’s support, which was more than she could say for how Deputy Director David Palmer had reacted at the time of her suspension.

The jovial greetings from her team as she walked past their office set her mind at ease that they had unanimously accepted her as one of them.

Half the battle had been won.
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When alone and particularly when she was driving at night, Sage’s strong sense of situational awareness kicked in. The headlight reflection in the rearview mirror of a black SUV had been there from the moment she left the office. Having taken numerous side streets and deviated from a direct route toward the Horace Wilkinson Bridge, her fear came to realization. Many people were heading home, but since she had deliberately attempted to shake him, it was no coincidence. By the time she took the bridge over the Mississippi river, she knew she was being followed.

“Shit! This is the last fucking thing I need today,” she snapped and reveled in the sound of tires screaming out like a banshee as the SUV powered away when she slammed her foot down on the accelerator and with a burst of speed, stretched the distance between the two vehicles. Weaving through the traffic on the bridge wasn’t the safest option, but Sage had to get away from whoever was after her.

“Probably Whitmore’s retribution that I dared oppose him and got our cases back,” she muttered as she searched her bag for her cell phone to call Kaden. One thing he had drilled into her from day one was to always let him know when she was in danger or stuck. This definitely qualified to make an emergency call.

“Yes! Now I can ditch the fuckface,” she cheered as she cleared the bridge and immediately turned onto a side street and directly onto another. Not familiar with the city, she was acting on instinct, praying she would find a way out of the maze of streets she was circling. “Just don’t pick a dead-end street, Sage, or you’ll be fucked.”

Since the black SUV remained on her tail, she eventually gave up attempting to call Kaden, since she kept dropping the phone when she had to yank on the steering wheel. Dread was rapidly overtaking her mind. What if it wasn’t Whitmore’s goons but the mafia, who had caught wind of her being the responsible one for them being linked to the Ponzi scheme scandal? If it was, she was totally and completely fucked.

For them, killing her was nothing more than a pesky distraction. They’d swat her like a gnat—an insignificant pest that didn’t deserve their time of day. If they managed to catch her, Whitmore wouldn’t be a concern anymore since her life would be crushed out. Kaden had warned her about the Sanchigo Mafia Group, which was why he now wanted her to completely withdraw from any association with the investigation.

Not surprisingly, she had refused.

“Perhaps he was right,” she mumbled in retrospect. If it was indeed the SMG after her, from what Kaden had said, they wouldn’t hesitate to wipe her off the face of the Earth. No one would be any the wiser. She would just disappear. Dead, thrown somewhere in the deep sea to be consumed in a feeding frenzy by sharks—no body, no crime.

“Like hell. I’m not fucking dying that way!” Sage raged at the top of her lungs. Her neat little world had suddenly exploded into chaos. Completely caught and unprepared, she was pushed to the limit in a race for her own survival.

“Thank fuck,” she cried, pumping a fist in the air with relief when she found herself in a busy street as the tires skidded around a corner. “Not good,” she groaned. Her respite had been short-lived. The bastards were still on her tail, now hugging closely and not offering her any leeway to maneuver past slower traffic. “Get off my goddamn ass!”

Sage was starting to panic. She had no idea what their intention was. Did they want to abduct her? Run her off the road? Force her into oncoming traffic? Was the aim to hurt, maim, or kill her? Or was this a warning for her to back off?

“Shit! If only I could make that call to Kaden.” Cursing herself for never activating the voice command on her cell phone, she concentrated on moving left and right, searching for a suitable side road she could quickly turn into and regain some advantage. “Holy fuck!” she screamed as a bullet shattered the back window of her Jeep.

Caged in by traffic, she had nowhere to go as the big SUV pulled up beside her. The passenger’s side window exploded with a concussive shock, showering the interior with thousands of pieces of glass.

“Motherfuckers!” Sage’s fear morphed and shifted back to rage. Slamming her foot onto the accelerator, the Jeep shot forward only to smash into the car in front of her. “Fuck, I’m sorry,” she yelled as the sound of hammering metal registered. Her chasers were firing round after round into her car. She slammed on the brakes and yanked on the steering wheel to avoid a crash. “Yes, assholes!” she shouted as the rear tires of the black SUV disappeared in white smoke when it battered the car in front of it to clear their way.

“Give me a fucking break, shitheads!” she screamed as the black SUV once again pulled in beside her. Not waiting for another volley of bullets, Sage threw open the door and dove onto the pavement. In the torrential chaos of crashing cars, she crawled between the mess of snarled steel, her body in agony. “Holy shit!” Her cry was muted under an enormous clap, splitting open the street scene with a cosmic roar as a phosphorescent arc of sodium light radiated off the tangle of cars and flung her flat against the pavement.

Pain exploded through her brain as her head connected against the hard surface with a loud crack.

“Don’t pass out. Just don’t fucking pass out. Run, Sage. Just run!”

The adrenaline flooding her veins, combined with the husky order crawling from her lips, wasn’t enough to counter the pain threatening to split her head in two. Groaning, she curled into a ball, squeezing her eyes shut, praying her chasers believed her to be inside the burning car.

“It seems you’re a survivor, Miss Lewis. I’m not so sure whether that’s a good or a bad thing... for you at least.”

“Ugh!” The cry of pain followed a hard nudge in her side with a steel capped boot.

“Look at me when I talk to you.”

Opening her eyes was a chore, and the seconds it took to force them to lift felt like an eternity. Everything was blurry. For a brief moment, she couldn’t recall where she was. Her eyes rolled open sluggishly. Drowsy and drunk with pain, her mind glazed over in the torment of the moment. Looking up, her gaze locked on the dark figure leaning over her. With the bright blaze of her burning car behind him, all she could make out was a black void where the guttural voice sprouted from.

“Pay attention to my warning, Miss Lewis, because if you don’t, you will be the one responsible for many deaths and heartache. Drop the investigation you and Triple K Secure have lodged. You are scratching where you’re not wanted.”

“I-I don’t work for Triple K. I’m an F-FBI agent. Ahh, Jesus,” she screamed as a hand as large as a watermelon clamped around the back of her head and squeezed.

“Don’t take me for a fool, Miss Lewis. Convince Kaden Frazer to drop the case. If he doesn’t, we will start eliminating those close to him.” He cackled an evil laugh. “No, we’ll keep you for last, so you can watch him suffer as we start with his youngest brother, then the next.” He leaned closer. “We even found an aunt in Mauritius he’s very, very fond of. Believe me, they won’t die quickly or easily.” Releasing her head with a shove, he straightened.

“One more thing. I think it’s best if you keep our little tête-à-tête between us. It would be to your benefit to keep your mouth shut about me. I have eyes and ears everywhere. Remember that. The choice is yours, Miss Lewis. You have two weeks to convince him he’s wasting his time.”

The last words spun inside her mind as she struggled to remain conscious. The cruel way he dropped her head back on the pavement was testimony enough—he didn’t work for Whitmore. She had done what Kaden had warned her about—awakened the hornet’s nest. The Sanchigo Mafia was out for blood.

Not hers. Oh, no. Not yet. She was their trump card, and for her loyalty protecting the people of the country, she had to suffer. Breathing became difficult as reality sunk in. To keep Kaden and his family safe, she would have to do what SAC Jones had said—switch off her moral compass.

Except in this case, there was no ‘on’ switch again. Once she walked away, it was over. Kaden would never forgive her.

The dreary thought sifted through the encroaching cloud of darkness as she finally succumbed to the inviting blackness of unconsciousness.
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Chapter Nine
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Our Lady of the Lake Regional Medical Center, Baton Rouge...

Floating in a black cloud sounded fun, but in reality, it was frightening, particularly to a woman waking up from a traumatic experience. Two perpendicular lines slashed between Sage’s brows as she listened for the cock-a-doodle-doo of the white cock waking her up every morning. She swore he knew which window was hers since he made a habit of prancing about in front of it, crowing out his tune incessantly until she opened the window and shouted at him. This morning, he was quiet.

“Ugh,” she moaned as the attempt to move was oppressed by a heaviness over her body. Her eyelids weren’t cooperating, either, remaining stubbornly shut.

Fear of death stampeded her mind. She was too young to die!

Oh, thank God! Her mind relaxed as the buzz of machines penetrated. The soft clicking of shoes on a tiled floor froze her within the next breath. The sound of whispered voices followed. Confusion reigned supreme as she tried to scramble through the puzzle pieces floating around in her brain.

Where the fuck am I?

“Hmm,” she protested and winced at the sharp white light of a flashlight. Behind the pink, hazy glow of closed lids, she sensed someone bending over her. Eyelids fluttered open but offered no more than a blur of a man with lips moving, forming words, but no sound reached her ears. Swallowing, she closed her eyes, cringing at the bitter taste in her mouth.

“Ah, there she is. Sage? Can you hear me? Miss Lewis?”

Blinking rapidly, Sage forced her eyes open again. Forming the words she wanted to utter in her mind, she licked her lips, but nothing came out. Listening to the man’s voice calling her name again, she gingerly touched the bandage around her head. A hollow shout jarred her ears, and she realized it was her clearing her throat, but only managed to croak in a whisper, “Wh-Where am I?”

Anxiety crept in as she started to panic, looking around through barely opened eyelids and not recognizing any of the four people crowding the bed.

“Ms. Lewis, you’re at Our Lady of the Lake Regional Medical Center in Baton Rouge. Do you recall what happened? C’mon, open your eyes,” he cajoled as she finally peeked up at him.

Unmoving, Sage attempted to remember what had happened, lying still as he wrapped her arm with a blood pressure cuff and took the reading. The tight cinch felt comforting somehow. Recalling that she had slipped in and out of consciousness, she had no idea for how long, but she did remember Kaden’s presence. Holding her hand just as tight, pulling her toward him, back to life.

“Water... p-please.”

Sensing a movement, she looked sideways. Warmth flooded her heart as she drew a staggered breath.

He’s here. Daddy is here. He never left me.

Tears burned behind her eyelids as she saw the concern that darkened his eyes. Refusing to look away, she reveled in the warmth and love shining in their depths.

“This young woman is much stronger than she looks. I’ll leave the two of you alone.” The specialist offered Kaden an indulgent grin. “Maybe now you’ll do as I suggested and get some rest as well, Mr. Frazer.”

“Come, love, drink.”

Licking her dry lips, she leaned into Kaden’s strong body as he assisted her to sip water from a straw.

“God, love, you gave me such a fright,” he said as he sat down and clutched her hand between his. “Can you remember what happened? From the crash site... Lord! I don’t know how you got out of there alive.”

A furrowed brow etched her forehead with worry lines as she racked her mind for any clues to trigger her memory.

“I was at work, right?” She glanced at him for confirmation. He offered a brief nod. “My first day back at the office. It was already dusk by the time I left. Yes, I know it was late, but I had been doing individual interviews with my team to get to know them, understand their strengths and weaknesses. I was relaxed.” She smiled briefly. “Happy even, no matter that...” The pained expression was undeniably a sign that she recalled the unpleasantness that had marred her return to work. “Whitmore thought he won, but SAC Jones stood her ground. I had hope for my career when I left the office.”

“Did you stop anywhere? You were completely on the wrong side of town if you were heading home.”

“No.” Her brow knitted in thought. “I remember I crossed the bridge and was heading out of town, then...” A shot of adrenaline-induced anger tripped Sage’s defense mechanism into red alert as everything came flooding back. “I remember now! I was being followed.” Her heart pounded as she leaned back against the pillow. The blaze in her eyes sharpened on the small scar on his temple. Her fingers trembled as she reached out to trace its jagged edge.

Shit! I’m supposed to keep him safe, not blurt out my trauma like a whimpering baby!

“I did everything I could to shake them, but they were like black tar sticking to my tires. They started shooting at me, and that’s when I...” She swallowed hard. Her voice rose as the words tumbled forth in a jumbled rush. “That’s when I realized I had been imagining things. I wasn’t being followed. It was a car backfiring. When I realized, I lost control and was heading straight into parked vehicles, I acted without thought and jumped out of the running car. That’s what caused the accident and caused my car to blow up when it collided, I suppose.”

Sage was jolted by the vehemence of her response. Kaden must have sensed it too as his eyes flickered at the monitor. The rapid increase in her heart rate sent the monitor into a tilt, beeping incessantly.

“Calm down, love. That’s enough for now. Rest. Try to get some sleep.”

The cruel hammering pain inside her head was unbearable. Weeping from the relentless throbbing and with her eyes on his, clutching his hand against her chest, she passed out, drifting into a thick fog.

Instinct had turned the tale into a lie and kept her from blurting out about the man and the threats he made.

There were threats, and then there were promises. His had been a promise disguised as a threat. Sage knew if she couldn’t convince Kaden and her uncle to drop the investigation that involved the Sanchigo Mafia Group, they were all dead.

Sage wasn’t going to let that happen. Even if she had to take drastic measures, she would keep them safe.

[image: image]

Five days later, Triple K Farm...

“What are you doing out of bed?” Kaden’s frown promised dire consequences if she didn’t provide a solid excuse for ignoring his orders.

“If I have to spend another day chained to that bed, I’m going to turn into the witch of the Wild West.” She leaned against his body, peering up at him earnestly. “Please, Daddy. I need some fresh air. I’m not an invalid, and I adhered to the doctor’s orders by staying in bed for three days. I only suffered a concussion, and—”

“Severe concussion from almost splitting your head in two on the pavement. Three days, you say? By my calculation, day three only just started.” He traced the curve of her eyebrows with a gentle caress. “I’m concerned since it seems your ability to do a simple addition has been impaired.”

“But I—”

“No buts. Either you get your cute little butt back in bed, or I will chain you to it. Your choice.”

“Bondage and concussion don’t really make good bed partners, Mr. Frazer,” she huffed as she plonked down on a chair, tossing her hair in a show of defiance. “Besides, a cup of coffee while I look at the grazing horses can only do me well.” An impish smile brightened her face. “Surely, you don’t mind me keeping you company while you prepare my breakfast, Daddy?”

Shaking his head, he leaned in for a brief kiss. Her excitement going back to work had been palpable, and to be bed bound after the first day for over a week after the first day broke her spirit.

“One hour, love, then I want you back in bed.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Watching the pleasure at the small concession spreading over her face filled his heart with warmth. As assertive as she was in her career, so was she as a submissive. Loving and sweet one moment, fiery and bratty the next—the perfect combination to keep challenging him. She loved to hover on the thin line of pushing the boundary of his domination.

“One full American breakfast coming up.”

“Does that include potato rosti?”

“Of course, and your favorite grilled mushrooms.”

“You spoil me, Daddy.”

“You gave me a fright, Sage. When I got the call that you had been in an accident and your car exploded...” His Adam's apple moved up and down as he swallowed back the remembered fear that had flooded his mind. “You have no idea the thoughts that raced through my mind on the way to the hospital. To find you with only concussion... God, love, it was the biggest relief. If I had to lose you, too...”

His voice drifted off, refusing to give voice to the thought of how devastated he would be if that had happened. Memories of the pain and loss he had experienced when Anna, his late wife, passed away resurfaced. At the time, the only way he could cope was to escape into the loneliness of his own thoughts rather than engage with the real world. It had taken him years to crack the shell he had cocooned himself in after her death. Years where he suppressed any and all emotions, denying even his close friends and family the courtesy of respect and understanding for their support. If not for the harsh intervention of Tanner, Slade, and Zee, he might still have been roaming that dark world.

“Let’s not spoil this beautiful day with dark and dreary thoughts. I’m here, and I’m already feeling my normal self.” She jumped up to hug him fiercely. “Besides, I refuse to let a little headache get the best of me.”

With eyebrows drawing together in a frown, he pulled back to look at her, his palm pressed against her forehead.

“Headache? How bad is it? The doctor said I should bring you back immediately the moment you develop a fever or the pain—”

The soft lips capturing his in a fervent kiss silenced his concern. Looping her arms around his neck, she gazed at him with adoration.

“You warm my heart with how much you care, but the keyword in what I said is little. No more than a pinch of pain, I promise. I don’t even need to take any meds, it’s that insignificant.”

“Hmm, I’ll be monitoring you throughout the day and be the judge of that.” He walked her back to the chair and pushed her down. “Now, be a good girl and sit down so I can get some food inside you.”

“Yes, Daddy.” The sweet, syrupy response drew a grunt from him as he cast a sideways glance at her. The way she poked her tongue against the side of her mouth had him vacillating between concern and the belief that she was hiding something from him. For the umpteenth time since the accident, he questioned her version of the accident. Since her car was totally burned out, there was no way to confirm whether all the damage was due to the crash after she jumped from the car. Instinct warned Kaden all was not as it seemed. When she spoke, suspicion rose even higher.

“Did you find anything new in the investigation against Whitmore, Beats, and Hewitt? What about the Sanchigo Mafia? Do we have confirmation they are in cahoots with them yet?”

Avoiding his eyes and the way she fired off one question after the other warned Kaden something was wrong... very wrong. This was how she acted when she was scared and attempted to hide her emotions from him.

“Discussing the investigation isn’t conducive to remaining calm and restful, Sage. Until you’re cleared by the doctor, there will be no discussion about work or anything causing you stress.”

“Now you’re being unreasonable. I’m not a porcelain doll, Kaden. I refuse to be wrapped up in a blanket of cotton wool. Besides, just talking about it isn’t going to cause me stress. Keeping progress from me on the investigation is going to make me wonder if you’re hiding something from me.”

“It’s the wrong time to play the manipulation game with me, Sage.” The warning in his voice was undeniable. He might have empathy with her situation, but emotional choreography to get her own way didn’t sit well with him. She should know better by now.

“I’m not. It’s just that I...” Her gaze dropped in the face of his darkening look. Fiddling with her fingers, her eyes darted outside to lock onto some unknown object. “Perhaps it would be best to drop the investigation. I’m back at work, and I wouldn’t want to give Whitmore any reason to fire me.”

“That’s not going to happen. Zee will make sure of it.”

“The reality is, even with all the work your team has done over the past three months, we have no concrete proof of anything. Yes, there are pointers, suspicious transactions, you name it, we’ve come across it, but that’s it. We’ve got nothing more than the FDIC did in their initial investigation back in 2008.”

Now Kaden knew something had happened to spook Sage.

“Where is this coming from all of a sudden? Yes, we’ve hit a wall, but there are more than enough cracks in it to warrant digging deeper. The proof is there. We just need to find the weakest brick to break through.”

“I just don’t believe it’s worth it. Be honest, Kaden, you only took on this investigation because of me and because Uncle Slade asked you to protect me. You’re not getting paid, which means, no matter what you find, nothing is going to come of it.”

“You underestimate my reach, love. When we find the proof we need, I promise you, justice will come to par.”

“No! I said we are dropping the investigation, Kaden. I don’t want to have anything to do with it anymore. It’s over. All I want is to go back to work and do my job. That cold case has brought me nothing but problems. I refuse to let our relationship and future suffer because I had a burr up my butt to prove myself. I know I’m good at my job, so I’m going to concentrate on doing it to the best of my ability.”

“I’m afraid it’s not as easy as that. Slade and I are now working with National Intelligence.”

“What do they have to do with it?”

“They’ve been made aware of the resurgence that is linked to the 2008 Wall Street debacle. In other words, exactly what we’ve been looking into. It’s not just about proving yourself, Sage. It’s about justice, and I’m going to make sure it’s done.”

“And you decided this without discussing it with me?”

“You entrusted me to run with the investigation, Sage. I did what is in the best interest of the country.”

“Fuck that! I want you to withdraw, Kaden. I want to move on. I don’t see us starting our life together as husband and wife on the back of an investigation that involves corrupt politicians and the mob.”

“Are you telling me what to do in a professional capacity, Sage?” Kaden’s body turned to stone as he watched her intently.

She pointedly avoided his eyes.

“I’m asking you to consider our future. I’m asking you not to force me to daily regurgitate the biggest failure of my career.” She jumped up and stomped out the door, the words chasing after her, “I’m not hungry anymore. I’m going back to bed.”

“What the fuck just happened?” His words taunted him to the tune of the spattering bacon in the pan.

Sage wasn’t scared. She was petrified. Of what or who, he had no idea, but he would find out.

“Sooner rather than later.”
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Chapter Ten
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Two days later, Club Rogue ...

If anyone had told Sage six months ago that walking into a BDSM club would be where she felt safe and at home, she would have laughed. Yet here she was, on the arm of her Daddy, feeling relaxed for the first time in ten days.

Ten days had never sounded as ominous as it did today. The grace period the strongarm had threatened her on the day of the accident had shrunk significantly during the time of her recuperation. Sulking since she had stormed out of the kitchen had been fruitless. Kaden stood firm in his decision. He wasn’t going to withdraw from the investigation.

Sage was on the verge of pulling out her hair. Apart from spilling the beans and telling Kaden the truth about why she wanted him to stop, she had run out of ideas.

“One more thing. I think it’s best if you keep our little tête-à-tête between us. It would be to your benefit to keep your mouth shut about me. I have eyes and ears everywhere.”

The warning swirled through her mind. Since the accident, she had done extensive research on Salvitore Sanchigo and his henchman, Bulldog. What she found had filled her with dread. There was no way she was taking a chance of spilling the beans to Kaden. The stories about their cruelty made her wince, and not knowing what they would do should she oppose them took the choice out of her hands. Unless Kaden did as she asked, there was only one solution to keep them safe.

She would have to take the reason for continuing the investigation away from him—her. Irrespective of what he had said, she knew he was only pursuing the case because of her. If she was gone, he would walk away from it.

At least, she prayed he would.

She had no other choice. If Kaden persisted after tonight, she would have to leave.

“This is a surprise. I didn’t expect to see you here so soon after Sage’s accident.”

The smooth voice rolled over her like aged whiskey down her throat on a cold winter’s night. Why the man always popped up at the most inopportune time and places, she would never know. Like the night at the casino, the deep voice chased thrill after thrill down her spine. Tonight, she was too vulnerable to deal with him and the feelings of unwanted lust he awakened.

“My little Patty Cakes insisted she needed to get out of the house, or she would go crazy.”

Tanner’s eyes strolled over her leather and lace corset dress like a man on a lazy Sunday afternoon stroll—slow, easy, and comfortable. Her shackles rose at the audacity of his leering in full view of her Daddy. Not to mention her anger rising at remembering he was as corrupt as they came.

Who the hell does he think he is to gawk at me? He’s one of the bastards to blame for this shithole I’m in. If not for being corrupt, Kaden would be safe, and none of this would ever have happened.

Some days her psyche made sense and resolved a conflict very easily. On the other hand... Tanner Wilde might offer the perfect solution to the problem at hand. Kaden would never believe she was just leaving him because he refused to drop the case.

If, however, another man was involved...

Jesus! How desperate are you? The two men are best friends. Are you really that callous to play them off against the other because you’re too scared to be honest with Kaden?

You heard what that bastard Bulldog said. I can’t tell Kaden!

How would he know you did? Surely, you have enough faith in Kaden to find a solution to this fucked up situation.

There it was. The conundrum. The one aspect she was too scared to admit to herself. She trusted Kaden with her body and her life, but she didn’t trust Bulldog or the reach the Sanchigo Mafia Group had within the legal and Federal systems. If she was the cause of Kaden or his family getting hurt or, God forbid, die, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

“Ouch!” Sage rubbed the soft curve of her buttocks, the burning sting of the pinch making her toes curl. The glare shooting sparks at him threatened to light Kaden’s hair on fire. “What was that for?”

“That you’re even asking means I should’ve used my cane.”

Stubbornly digging in her heels like a mule on strike, her fists landed on her hips.

“I’m getting really tired of the double standards in this relationship, Daddy. You keep telling me I should talk to you, that you can’t read minds, yet here you are, expecting me to do exactly that.”

“Except you were warned what the protocol is the moment we walk into this club, Patty Cakes. Your attention should be on me, not wandering all over the place with your mind who knows where.”

Her gaze lowered contritely in the face of his indulgent explanation. From what she had witnessed on previous visits to Club Rogue, not all Doms were as tolerant when their subs disregarded set rules and expectations of their Daddies. She came off lightly. A sharp pinch was less punishing than a zap from a mosquito.

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I suppose my mind is still somewhat dulled from the accident.”

“Hmm. I guess that means we’re going home. I should’ve known better than to allow you to convince me you were better and needed a scene at the club to—”

“No, please! I am better. I promise. Please, Daddy. I don’t want to go home. I need the kind of release only you can offer me here at the club.”

“I doubt you’re up to a flogging or even a spanking, Patty Cakes. For that matter, I don’t believe we’ll scene at all.”

Frustration mounting at her inability to find the right words, her lips opened and closed, desperately searching for an appropriate response. One that wouldn’t strengthen his belief that she was too weak for a proper erotic spanking.

Fuck concussion! It’s been ten days, and she needed a good hard fuck as a reward at the end. The thoughts propelled through her body to be visualized in a stomping foot.

“That’s so unfair. You haven’t given me a proper spanking in ages!”

“Acting like an errant child isn’t going to change my mind, Babygirl. Quite the opposite.”

“Well, if Kaden refuses, I’ll be happy to stand in.”

In her quest to convince Kaden of what she needed, she had forgotten that Tanner was watching their interlude in silent interest. A tingling swept up the back of her neck to settle in a deep rosy blush on her cheeks. For a moment, there was a disconnect where her mind struggled with disbelief at the lust sparking to life inside his eyes when their gazes connected. With a trembling hand, she brushed her hair forward to hide the shameful heat of reciprocating desire from her Daddy’s eyes.

“If not for the fact my babygirl needs to be taught a lesson, I would agree. Perhaps another time, Master T.”

“A-Another time?” Sage stammered as she glanced surreptitiously at Tanner’s smiling face. Had Kaden lost his freaking mind? “What do you mean by another time? You’re my Daddy, not my goddamn pimp offering me up for sex!”

“That does it. I concede that you’re not yourself after the accident, but I will not stand for your open disrespect and insulting me in full view of the members.”

“But you just said—”

“To a spanking, not sex. The fact that your mind automatically rushed to a conclusion that I would allow another man to fuck you says a lot.”

“What do you mean?” Sage could feel the earth slowly cracking open under her, threatening to suck her in.

“That either you don’t trust me to protect and care for you as you claim you do, or you’re the one who wants to fuck Tanner. Time for correcting your attitude is past overdue, it seems.”

Without uttering an instruction, Kaden started walking toward the dungeon. Sage wasn’t about to give him more reason for harsher punishment than she had already racked up, so she tottered quickly after him. Offering an apology now would only aggravate him further, so she swallowed the words threatening to crawl forth.

Yep, suck it up, Buttercup. Can’t say you don’t deserve whatever he’s got in store for you.

Oh, just shut up!

When Kaden stopped at the torture chamber in front of a wall with the kind of contraptions that made her nipples and clit cringe, she was hard pressed not to turn tail and run.

“Er... Daddy, I don’t think I like this area. Why don’t we mosey over to the whipping chamber? I’m pretty sure we’ll find an open spot there.

“Are you assuming to tell me how to punish you, sub?”

Sage frowned at him, but since his face was turned away as he concentrated on the dials on the wall, she had no idea whether the amusement she detected in his voice was real. Perhaps she should tone down her brattiness. Self-perseverance and all.

“Of course not, Daddy. It’s just that this contraption looks like you won’t have any pleasure during my punishment. It’s going to be a rather moot experience, don’t you think?”

“On the contrary, I will be very much participating over the next thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes? On that thing? Er... what the fuck is that?” Wide-eyed, she stared at the steel arm pushing through a panel opening in the floor and retreating again at the switch of a button.

“I’m glad to see you show such interest in your punishment, Babygirl. Now, it’ll be much easier if I just show you. Come closer.”

“I'm very happy right here. Thanks, Daddy.”

Kaden turned with a dark warning in his eyes. “You know I don’t like to repeat myself. Should we make it forty minutes?”

Still unwilling to go anywhere near the wall, she shuffled closer.

“That’s better, but I suggest you lose that sour expression.”

“Of course, Daddy.” She planted a bright smile on her face, so wide, it made her cheeks hurt.

“Funny girl. Let’s see how long you can keep that clown grin, shall we?” He gestured at her body. “Undress, please.”

“All of it?”

“For the purpose of this punishment, yes. All of it.” He held up a hand before she could start ranting. “This is not a negotiation, nor is this pushing your boundaries in voyeurism. It’s punishment. Pure and simple. Now, get naked.”

Muttering under her breath, she quickly undressed, not wishing to draw more attention that would surely invite an audience.

“I’m sure, based on the positioning of the holes in the wall, you already deduced what goes where, I assume?” Kaden smiled as she flung a debilitating glower at him.

“I did, but based on the height of those holes, I’d say we’re at the wrong hole. They are way too low for any of my... girlie bits to fit against.”

“Ah, but therein lies the challenge, Patty Cakes. Come, against the wall, please. Good. Spread your legs, please. Wider. Come on, more.” He grinned as she shuffled them wider. “Perfect. Now, squat down, but keep your body pressed against the wall until you feel the little rubber lip pressing against your mound.”

“This is not a comfortable position!”

“Punishment hardly is.” He pushed her hips forward. “Flush against the wall, Patty Cakes. Ensure your mound and clit fit snug into the hole. Good. Now, your tits, please.”

“I am not liking this, Daddy. Not one bit!”

“Maybe not, but as always, remember. You are not to come unless I tell you to.”

“Me climax while standing in this uncomfortable position? Never gonna happen. I hate squatting. It’s the one exercise I never do at the gym.”

“Pity since it might have helped you keep the position for thirty minutes.”

Her head snapped in his direction. “What? I’m gonna stand like this for— Oww! Fuck!” she cried out as her nipples were suddenly clamped the moment she pressed the tips of her breasts into the two holes.

“Hands, please.” Fastening a wide leather collar around her neck, he said colloquially, “Now, the rules. You are to remain in this squatting position for the duration of your punishment. If you straighten your legs, the clamps on your tits will tighten. If you lift your pussy from that rubber lip, Bruce the pussy punisher, will go to work.”

“Wh-Who is Bruce?”

Kaden pointed to the floor. “The contraption you saw earlier. Except by now, Tanner has screwed on a ten-inch-wide girth dildo to the arm.”

Sage’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. “I don’t believe my indiscretion earlier grants such an extreme punishment,” she protested in a small voice.

Within moments, her wrists were cuffed and clipped into the O-ring at the back of the collar. The position suddenly became even more challenging.

“That’s the beauty of this punishment. You are in control of how it progresses. Keep to the rules, and you’ll do fine. Break them, and... well, you know what to expect.” He picked up his red leather flogger. “Of course, there is this as well. For your complete disrespect, I will be kissing your ass with these strips. Not all the time, but when I feel you need a little added incentive.”

“I assure you, no incentive is required. I’ll be hunky dory confined to this medieval contraption, thank you very much.”

Crack! Crack!

“Oww! What was that for?” she screeched in a whiny voice.

“Say it right, Babygirl.”

“I’ll be fine, thank you very much... Daddy!”

“Much better. Oh, of course, the clamps will be twisting, pinching, and turning your nipples at the same time as a rubber tongue will offer you some enticing licks against your clit.” He smiled at the disbelief on her face. “See? It’s not all punishment. So much pleasure could be had if you keep to the rules.” Turning on the dials, he flicked a switch before stepping back to lean against the wall, expectation painting across his face.

“This is becoming worse by the minute! I think we should discuss the— Oww, shit! Hmm.” Sage was immediately flung into a vortex of conflicting emotions as the clamps on her nipples twitched and pulled. What she wasn’t prepared for was how intense the conflict from the seductive flicks of a tongue against her clit caused desire to spark to life inside her.

“Oh my God, this is... Oww! Hmmm! I’m not sure... shit, this is too much!”

“I’m not sure I follow. Too much what, Patty Cakes?”

“Pleasure!” she shrieked, her body already shuddering as she found it difficult to keep it pressed tightly against the wall and not increase the painful pressure on her nipples. The slick rubber tongue felt so real, she couldn’t help but push her clit against it, reveling in every slide over the swelling nub.

Sage’s body radiated as concentric waves of heat flowed in wavelets outward to flush her face in a crimson hue. Her back arched as the seductive strokes sparked her fervor, overwhelmed by the unexpected ecstasy that brought shudder after shudder to whiplash through her.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The unexpected stinging kiss of the leather strips over her cheeks was too much. Her body jerked, and her legs inadvertently straightened.

“Fuuuck!” The carnal moan crawling from her lips accompanied the hard climax rippling through her body. Arching her back, a cry of pleasure-pain echoed through the room as the clamps tightened around her nipples, triggering yet another climax.

“Hmm, what just happened, Patty Cakes?”

“Wh-What just happened? Do you r-really have to ask?” Sage was struggling to get back into the squatting position to alleviate the burning pain of the clamps digging into her nipples. The intensity of the orgasm had settled in rubbery legs, and she found it an impossible feat.

“Almost there, Babygirl. Spread your legs wider and ease down a little more. There, perfect.” He stroked her hair, gently brushing a kiss against her cheek until she finally calmed down and her breathing settled. “Ready?”

“Ready? For what?”

“She forgets so quickly,” he teased as he curved his hands around her ass cheeks and squeezed. “Meet Bruce, Patty Cakes.”

Another twist of a dial, a flick of a button, and before Sage could voice her protest, she felt the rubber dildo probe at the entrance of her pussy. Slick with lube, it slid easily into her pussy, wet and hot from her recent orgasmic episode.

“I’m sorry for my rudeness earlier, Daddy. I know better and promise to do better. Ohh, fuck!” she cried as Bruce started fucking her. Deep, hard thrusts that moved her clit up and down against the flicking tongue.

Hot wet lashes of Kaden’s tongue following the line of her jaw and down the side of her neck to bite into the roundness of her shoulder aided in the explosion of heat inside her loins.

Sage silently reveled in the power emanating from him and how effortlessly he controlled her body. She was stumped by his strength that bent her mind. Since becoming his babygirl, the act of self-subjugation secretly thrilled her and offered her the release she unknowingly craved. With him, it was more than being submissive. That he allowed her to assert herself made her a formidable partner with the implicit understanding that in return for the control she gave away, he would expect her submission to his dominance as her Daddy.

Kaden grunted and inhaled deeply as nectared currents of her musky attar escaped upward to fill his nostrils.

“You smell so good. Intoxicating.”

“No more, please, Daddy. I don’t want Bruce. I need you inside me.”

“You seem to forget this is punishment, Babygirl. You already broke the rules by climaxing. I suggest you don’t do it again. Enjoy Bruce, but this might help to stave off a forthcoming orgasm.”

The next moment, the warmth of his body was gone, only to be replaced by the cruel sting of the leather strips of his flogger.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

“Oww. Shit, that hurts!”

Kaden continued nonstop. The hits kept coming, one after the other. First on one cheek, then the other, then across both.

Sage was struggling to breathe when he eventually stopped and walked closer. Her entire body was one taut wire of lust. Shuddering as the conflict of pleasure and pain wreaked through her frame, she had been hovering on the edge of a climax for the past ten minutes. The last of her resources were fast dwindling.

“Oh!” she gasped as he gently brushed her hair back and traced his fingers down the length of her spine. Her eyes flared and turned smoky as her passion reignited the desire to feel his hard cock drive deep inside her.

“I’m proud of you, Patty Cakes. You did so well.”

“I’m sorry I was such a brat, Daddy. I hate that I disrespected you so openly. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted, little one.” With gentle hands, he soothed her tense shoulders as he unfastened the collar around her throat and removed the cuffs. She moaned in pleasure as he massaged her arms with circling movements. “Easy, Babygirl. The punishment is over.”

“No! Not yet. Please, Daddy. I need to come, but I need you inside me,” she begged in a teary voice.

He pressed his body against her back, heating every inch of her skin, shoulder to knees. The soft moan that escaped her lips followed the kisses he placed on the soft skin at the base of her neck while he massaged her arms. Her breath caught when his hands gently traced the contours of her hips to slowly trail upward. She bit back a whimper as the clamps tightened when she leaned back against him. The stinging pain caused an arrow of lust to shoot to her loins.

Sage floundered in the pleasure surrounding her, flayed bare by the sensations he managed to spike inside her. She squeezed her inner muscles, but it was all for naught. Her arousal glistened on her labia, tightening around Bruce still buried inside her. The sweet, honeyed smell of her essence filled the air.

“You have quite an intoxicating bouquet, Patty Cakes.” He kissed her shoulder. “You did well this time, my pet. I’m proud of you.”

“Please, Daddy... I need ...”

“You’ll have to be more specific, little one. What do you need?”

“Fuck me, Daddy. Please!”

Kaden was surprised at the request and the desperation he could hear behind it. The one thing she never did was have sex in public.

“You want me to fuck you? Right here and now?” he rumbled deeply.

“Yes!” she cried. Her voice quivered as she pressed back against him. “Get inside me, Daddy. Now! Fuck me.”

Kaden stepped back and quickly flicked the switch that retracted the dildo. Turning the dial, the clamps disengaged to be replaced by a gentle sucking motion. Quickly sheathing his cock in a condom, his hands on her hips forced her to stand still.

“Easy, love.”

Sage’s breath hissed from her chest as the blunt tip of his cockhead pressed against her labia, forcing them apart. She braced herself for the pounding she craved, but it never came. He surprised her by sliding hilt deep inside her with a slow forward thrust, then rocking into her with an easy rhythm. Her head tilted sideways, staring at him questioningly.

“I don’t understand. You said you never have sex like this. You fuck! Now fuck me, damn you,” she demanded. Her lust and need for a hard pounding screamed for it.

His smile was gentle. “Yes, so I do, but knowing it’s exactly what you crave, do you honestly think I’ll give it to you? Now, at this moment?”

Sage only whimpered as he continued to drive into her with easy strokes. At this moment, she was unconcerned by how she must look to the spectators who watched in awed silence.

“Don’t come, Patty Cakes. Not until I’ve spilled my cum. Once I do, you’re free to let go.”

He brushed his hand down the crevice of her cheeks, smiling as a sob escaped her lips. His hands clamped her hips in a tight hold as he drew back and with one hard forward thrust, began pounding into her.

Sage was glad Kaden held her so tightly, or she would have crumbled under the intensity of lust that he ignited inside her. She whimpered at the hardness and Kaden’s strength in his possession of her.

“Daddy, please. Come already!” she screamed as her entire body shuddered with the need to climax. She was lost in the euphoric sensations that overpowered her body and mind. It was the first time she had experienced these kinds of sensations ... became lost in the emotions he evoked inside her. She had no idea how to deal with it.

“Ah, Patty Cakes, I love how hot and tight you are,” he gasped as he powered into her. He let go and released the raging orgasm that had been compelling his fervent thrusts.

He continued to thrust, emptying every last bit while he reached between them to strum her clit. It wasn’t necessary. Sage’s raw cry preceded the tightening of her pussy around his cock as she followed him over the edge. Kaden didn’t move for a moment, drawing in deep calming breaths as he switched off the dials. When he withdrew from her, her legs finally gave way, and she crumpled to the floor.

Kaden picked her up and with a gentleness that surprised all those watching, carried her to the aftercare section. For long moments, he just held her, cuddling her close and whispering sweet nothings in her ear, until eventually, her ragged breathing returned to normal, and her body slumped against him.

“I believe you have come full circle, love. Your submission tonight was sublime.”

Sage bloomed under his praise but couldn’t shake the cloud of doom. Kaden still refused to withdraw from the investigation.

“What’s wrong, Babygirl? You seem troubled.”

“You know what’s bothering me, Daddy. You just refuse to listen to me.”

“We’re not discussing work now, Patty Cakes. You know the rule. When we play, we leave our troubles at the door.”

“I wish it was that simple.” Sage sighed heavily. “Stop the investigation, Kaden. I refuse to live under a rock for the rest of my life. I’m done with it. You should be, too. If not, I question if we’re on the same road heading into a future together.”
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Chapter Eleven
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A fisherman’s lodge, on the banks of the Whiskey Bay Pilot Channel, Lottie, Louisiana...

The outside appearance of the rustic lodge was deceiving. The inside was a picture of luxury, wealth, and comfort, an architect’s clever design living and breathing upon the rock, foundations perfectly sound, all set to withstand the seasons for years to come.

Not that the grandeur surprised Tanner. Every one of the corrupt people gathered in the room rode the cart of the gold train. Money was everything to them. It was how they valued their power. The one with the biggest bank account controlled everything. God forbid any of them should be asked to attend a meeting in a rustic cabin, reeking of fish and gut.

The gathering of the Golden Wizards, in all their glory. With hooded eyelids, Tanner scanned the faces. Sage would be delighted to know that her suspicions about Beats, Whitmore, and Hewitt were correct. All three were present and rather shocked when they saw him lounging against the bar. With amusement, he watched Beats scurry over to Jock Abrams, glancing his way as he vehemently stated his concern. The expression on Beats’ face was comical when Jock brushed aside his protests and turned away to continue his discussion with Hank Butler, Senior Deputy Comptroller for Supervision Risk and Analysis on the OCC Executive Committee.

Now that’s interesting.

Tanner sipped on the single malt MacCallum, rolling the smooth decadent flavors in his mouth before reveling in the familiar burn as it slipped down his esophagus. Of all the people in the room, some very prominent political figures and bankers with a much higher reach than Jock Abrams, Tanner didn’t expect him to be in charge.

Tanner glanced around the room surreptitiously. He had been surprised by the unexpected invitation to join the Golden Wizards committee meeting today. To date, his association and communication within the group had been limited to Butler and Abrams. The tasks he had been given had been menial and inconsequential, but he had provided the information, nonetheless.

As an attorney general, he was surrounded by criminals and the devious ways they operated. It had been a test—his silence and pretend eagerness to increase his wealth as part of the process had clinched his place in their midst. He knew that and had waited patiently for them to invite him in. Until now, they had kept the names of all the other members of the group secret. Why he was suddenly yanked right into the center of the bullpen worried him.

No one else seemed concerned. Apart from a couple of the people who recognized him and wondered about his presence, everyone was relaxed. In the jocund conversational flow, the calming effect of liquor added a heady sense of pleasure and expectation to the room. It was evident something important was about to happen.

“I’m surprised to see you here, Attorney General Wilde.”

Tanner retained his indelicate slouch against the bar, only swinging his eyes to look at the stately woman watching him suspiciously.

“Ditto, Attorney General Hewitt.”

“I don’t appreciate your candor, Tanner. We both know you only see life in black or white. Other than me, and I can guarantee for the majority of the others in the room, for you there is no gray zone, so... I ask again, what are you doing here?”

“Same as you, I suspect.” Boredom broke through the drawl as he finished his drink. “Waiting for a big announcement of some sort.” One shoulder drifted upward. “Hopefully, one that would increase my bank balance substantially.”

“Ah, so you’re a money wolf.”

“Aren’t we all, Madam Hewitt?” Tanner was hard pressed not to snarl at her. Talk about the kettle calling the pot black. “Isn’t that why we’re all here?” He grinned engagingly. “For the life of me, I can’t think of a single reason other than that... Can you?”

“I never realized just how pretentious you are.” Her nose inched higher in a show of disdain. “Maybe I should—”

“I sincerely hope you’re not about to threaten me with exposure, Madam.” He splayed a hand sideways. “Particularly in light of where we both are.” He leaned closer. “You, Ms. Jessica Hewitt, have a lot more to lose than me. Believe me, if I have to defend myself, I’ll play dirty. Besides, no one would believe you. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Tanner walked away, ignoring the pale woman glaring after him. It wasn’t an idle threat, and she knew it. Attorney General Tanner Wilde had a vicious reputation. Everyone who had seen him in action when he was D.A. knew he didn’t hesitate to throw heavy punches. Attorneys used to quiver in their boots when Tanner walked into the courtroom. He had heard the twittering in the hallways about D.A. Wilde, the great white killer shark in the shark tank. Now, as Attorney General of Louisiana, he still had the same status. No one opposed him because he was staunch in the moral stand he represented. His advice was highly valued by the government and the POTUS. He ruled the state with an iron fist, which was why he was adamant about flushing out the vermin.

“Fuck me! Quiet! Everyone quiet,” Beats demanded as he increased the volume on the wall-mounted television. “Dante Miller is dead!”

“The authorities just confirmed the body found by two fishermen in Lake Pontchartrain at the Fontainebleau State Park early this morning has been identified as that of Dante Miller. Mr. Miller was well known as the CEO of the Nevada-based Lloyd Gaming Group, a position he has held for the past six years. The cause of his death is not yet known. Mr. Miller leaves behind his wife and fifteen-year-old son.”

The voice of the reporter on the television screen sounded eerie in the room. The backdrop where he stood next to the lake was swarming with cops and FBI agents.

Tanner noticed the news didn’t seem unexpected to Jock Abrams. In fact, he stood with his arms folded over his chest, an expression of self-importance painted on his face as he looked around the room.

“Is that why we’re here?” Whitmore’s head snapped around so fast to look at Abrams, Tanner worried he slipped a disk. “To warn us that could happen to us as well?” He looked around the room. “What the fuck did he do? Why is he dead?”

“I’m as much in the dark as you are, Director Whitmore. Please calm down. For one thing, I didn’t know Miller was dead. Missing, yes, since I was asked to stand in as CEO the past week.” He glanced at the television with an expression of feigned sadness. “I guess now we know where he’s been.”

“If not for that, what are we doing here? This isn’t a scheduled meeting. The leader isn’t present, so start talking, Abrams. What the fuck is going on?” Beats stood next to Whitmore, his jowls jiggling with indignation.

“Look around. See the new faces. Today, gathered here are the members of the Golden Wizards board. Each one was handpicked for a specific reason. You all bring a particular skill set and strength to the table. Now, we’re ready to start playing the big chips.” Abrams looked around, the hesitation deliberate as he stretched out the group’s expectation.

“Starting with the immediate implementation of a fake stock market collapse. The recent flare-up of stock sliding by two percent was instigated through our influence and already has the government on red alert.” Abrams smiled at a group of men gathered around the bar. “I assume you’re ready?”

“We’re ready.” Mark Fathom was the richest managing banker in the U.S., with shares in too-big-to-fail banks and the Chairman of the board at JPMorgan Chase and Wells Fargo. “Dante Poole over here owns four of the largest real estate agencies across the states. He instigated the substantial drop of property prices, and the rest of the markets already followed the trend. The percentage of the shares of seriously delinquent mortgages has increased through extremely risky loans approved by bypassing the system. It shows a surge of seven-and-a-half percent, two percent higher than in 2008. It will also foreshadow these delinquencies as a sharp rise of roughly two point four million foreclosures shown, deliberately elevated of course, that were started in the first half of this year. An increase of eighty-two percent, mainly because of subprime mortgages.

“As you can see, we’re following the exact same pattern as the collapse in 2008 but have kept it under wraps to avoid a too-early panic that would stem our success with this operation. I have at the ready bankruptcy papers of three Bear Stearns hedge funds that invested in subprime mortgages and cryptocurrencies that will be released as well. By the time the fake information and stats leak, I will already have instigated the increase of mortgage defaults at JPMorgan Chase and Wells Fargo. It will trigger massive financial and stock exchange panic.”

“Once that happens, if the government follows the same protocol as in 2008, they’ll step in to bail out too-big-to-fail banks and insurance companies,” Hank Butler interjected.

“That’s when we play our winning hand. With their attention focused on preventing another major financial collapse, Mark will push through the loans for the Treasure Chest Floating Casino at zero interest rates.” Abrams rubbed his hands. “It’ll save us millions in the long run.”

“That’s what we’ve been spending all our fucking time and money on with all the preparation and intel we gathered? To make the goddamn casino more money?” Whitmore was furious.

“And by default, you make more money,” Abrams smirked. “Don’t forget you are all shareholders. Every person in this room is going to pocket millions every year for hardly any effort.”

“It’s going to take years before we reap the rewards. What about the promise of riches now? What the fuck do we gain until then?” More voices joined Whitmore’s as everyone became worked up.

“Quiet! Did you all miss the words ‘fake stock market crash?’ All of this is going to happen in a very short and quick span of time. Two weeks tops and the government, banks, and insurance companies will realize the stock exchange didn’t collapse, that it was no more than a computer glitch, which we of course, will ensure a trail is left that it was indeed a virtual crime. Mark will have destroyed all the false documentation and statistics, leaving everyone to accept that it was a failed financial cyber-attack.” Abrams dragged in a deep breath, a picture of confidence.

“However, during the period leading up to this, panic is going to ensue, offering all of us the perfect opportunity to buy into the government money market and treasury and government funds. When everything turns back to normal in a couple of weeks, you own shares at top dollar you paid pennies for. That, my dear friends, is how you make your millions now.”

“What guarantee do we have that it’s going to happen? Don’t you realize the financial insurance companies and the government have triggers in place and will know it’s a fake collapse?” Hewitt asked.

“Good observation, Ms. Hewitt. Of course, they will realize it’s fake, but it’s going to take them at least two to three weeks to filter through all the information and protocols before that happens. By then, unfortunately, the institutions and individuals who panicked and didn’t make adequate insurance provision for these types of things will have lost millions, billions even.” The side of Abrams’ mouth curled upward. “All dedicated to us for our clever and well-planned scheme.”

Tanner was amazed at how far Sanchigo and whoever was in charge of the Golden Wizards had gone to secure a zero-rated interest loan. The details that went into every aspect of their plan must have taken years to plan. He had no doubt it would work exactly as they had planned, particularly with Mark Fathom and Hank Butler on board. Of course, that they were going to make a couple of billion on the side was a bonus. Except, somehow, it felt as though he was missing something. Surely, there had to be more to this?

He looked around the room, noticing the greed, like leeches latching onto each face as they had already started counting the billions of dollars they would be siphoning off the American people.

It sickened him.
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Chapter Twelve
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Euphrates River, a couple of miles from Jazrah, Syria...

“Intel indicates Captain Sam Cooper is kept prisoner in a compound next to the mosque in Jazrah.” Aboo Turaab Samaan, a general in the Syrian Democratic Forces, pointed south. “In that direction. I suggest we stash the boat in the alcove just past this clump of trees.”

Sam Cooper was a military analyst for the U.S. Armed Forces. He was examining highly classified materials in regard to improving the use of RFID weapon tags. In their current use, they trimmed hours off time-intensive tasks, such as weapon counts and distribution. Outside the armory, however, the same silent, invisible signals that help automate inventory checks became an unwanted tracking beacon.

ISIS had kidnapped him a week ago to extract the information from him to hack into military systems, which would enable them to track where troops and military vehicles were in their regions. This information was also incorporated in the military’s black book—which Cooper had full access to as part of his job. The Minister of Defense suspected they were more interested in that than the RFID control system. That was why extracting Captain Cooper was so important. To find out what, if anything, was divulged during torture.

“Secure the boat and ensure it’s hidden from view,” Kaden said as he jumped to the ground.

Triple K Secure had been approached by the Minister of Defense to carry out the recovery Black Ops operation. Since ISIS was known to kill captives the moment they caught wind of any military intervention or attempt at extracting their people, the decision was made to use their services.

At first Kaden considered declining the job. With Sage’s accident and her constant demand for him to stop investigating Sanchigo and Whitmore, the timing was wrong. He was concerned about her safety, for one, and secondly, the words she had said to him kept running over in his mind.

“Stop the investigation, Kaden. I refuse to live under a rock for the rest of my life. I’m done with it. You should be, too. If not, I question if we’re on the same road heading into a future together.”

He couldn’t shake the feeling there had been a hidden threat in her words. Something along the lines of either he did as she asked or she would leave.

That kind of manipulation didn’t sit well with him. Having lived the hard life in the military when he was younger meant he’d learned to do what was best for the country. He still lived and believed in that same philosophy. As an FBI agent in the crime division, he had thought Sage did as well. Lately, he wasn’t so sure. She wasn’t the kind of person to get cold feet.

Something was wrong, but unless she told him what it was, he was like a blind man searching for a light in the darkness.

In the end, the reason why he had started the Black Ops Company made up his mind. Sage was safe as long as she didn’t attempt to ditch the bodyguard he appointed to keep an eye on her. Getting Sam Cooper out of the hands of terrorists secured integral information to keep the troops of the country safe. Not only in Iraq and Syria but also on their own soil. If ISIS got their hands on the intel, who knows what they would do with it.

“Stay close, eyes open and alert. I don’t want anyone getting hurt during this operation. We go in hard and come out fast. We’re in full tactical mode. On me. Let’s move out.”

Twenty minutes later, they huddled behind the fence of a house opposite a mosque. Kaden studied the windows and yard for movement, the military grade binoculars steady in his hands.

“Kev, check the heat signals.”

“Our timing is perfect. It must be lunch time, so I assume they’re relaxed. From the count, there are only eight bodies inside the house. Four in the front room, two in the back, and the other two seem to be at the property line.” Kevin checked the mobile screen. “Of course, there could be an underground bunker where Cooper is kept.”

“Right,” Kaden’s voice lowered. “I want Bravo One to jump the fence from the property behind and take the two in the back. Alpha Two, enter the property from the mosque’s fence. On my command, you will assault in line. Alpha One, head inside through the front door, and Bravo Two, search for an entrance to a possible bunker.”

“Heads up,” Keith’s voice crackled over the comms. “Two vehicles approaching from the north.”

Everyone quickly shuffled down and waited until the street cleared.

“You all know the drill. Shadow tactics until we make contact. Sit-reps every two minutes. Alpha team, on me,” Kaden ordered.

The figures in black with the Triple K patches embroidered on their body armor moved in a heel-to-toe slow walk toward the house. Kevin and Keith were running point in their teams, following Kaden’s quiet approach and moving into a series of swales.

Kaden was always aware of the mental disconnect between knowing what to expect and actually experiencing it. The only way to truly know was to encounter it. Expectations had the effect of soothing the senses into a dangerous carelessness, which was why they never predicted the outcome of a mission. The adrenaline rush in the mad minutes of first contact, when the curtain was ripped away, elevated the experience in technicolor surrealness of each passing second. All the training in the world couldn’t prepare you for that moment or what to expect. All he could do was hope for the best and that his team wouldn’t be hurt.

The four units moved efficiently toward their individual target points. The effective accomplishment of a hostage rescue mission was the purest of all the sparks that reignited and motivated the tightly held core beliefs of the warrior-crusader in Kaden and his team. It brought a sense of rightful purpose that felt uncorrupted by the required brutality that accompanied the operation. To remove the cancer, you had to kill it.

Once inside and separated into two elements, the assault elements moved toward their targets. Alpha One moved into the ground level while Bravo Two searched for a hidden bunker.

Just as they moved into the hallway, Kaden’s comms crackled in his ear. “Alpha One, another bogey just arrived. Three more players heading for the hallway, locked, and loaded moving in behind you.”

“Formation, behind!” The order came at the same time as a volley of hits exploded, turning the narrow hallway into a torpedo of bullets aimed at them. The points man wielded the bullet-proof shield, and everyone stacked at arms-length behind him, returning fire as they retreated into the entrance hall.

“Stay low.” Kaden discharged two rounds from the suppressed barrel as he pivoted back into the hallway. The bullets ripped through the terrorist’s upper thorax, dropping him to his knees. The third round entered the second shooter’s sinus cavity, severing his brain stem from his spine.

“Let’s move. The noise is likely to draw attention. We have to get the fuck out of here.” He tapped his comms. “Bravo Two, sitrep.”

“We found the bunker, Alpha One. Eliminated guards. En route with the package.”

“Alive?” Kaden’s voice was grim, his eyes alert as he looked around.

“Barely. On the move. ETA at the boat in five minutes. Bravo Two out.”

“Move out. Go-go-go!”

As quickly as the violence exploded, it was over. Kaden did a headcount upon arrival at the boat, relieved to notice his entire team was present with only two casualties. Bravo One’s points man... and him.

“Fuck.” He gnashed on his teeth as the adrenaline rush receded and the pain registered. The bullet lodged in his left shoulder came from the unexpected arrival of the three men and the first shot fired.

“Jesus, Kaden. You’ve been shot!” Kevin rushed to him, unstrapping the first aid kit as Kaden stumbled and sat down. “Fuck! You’re losing too much blood.”

“Get us out of here. Now.”

“On it, big bro,” Keith’s voice sounded far away, but Kaden could hear the worry sharpening his tone.

“I’ll be fine. Just get us home.”

Kevin was their medic on the team, and Kaden knew his concern stemmed from the possibility the bullet might have nicked a vein. If he couldn’t stop the bleeding, Kaden would bleed out before they reached safety and took him to a hospital.
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Our Lady of the Lake Regional Medical Center, Baton Rouge...

Waking up suddenly could be a great epiphany, a eureka moment when the friendly ghosts of the soul set you on a new path.

That was how Kaden always woke up. No leisurely stretching or struggling to open his eyes. From one moment to the next, within the blink of the eye, he was awake, every thought in high definition. His eyes took in the sharp rays of light, and without thinking why, he knew he had slept too long. The noises were of a day in full swing, except they were hushed whispers and gentle, rhythmic pulses of a machine by his side. Turning his head, he saw the monitors and realized where he was, remembering what had happened.

“Fuck, I can’t even recall getting back to Baton Rouge.” His voice crackled rough and guttural in the quiet room.

“You’re awake.”

Kaden turned his head, more to confirm that the relief in her dull voice was real than to see her. For long moments, he didn’t say anything, just looked at her, drowning in the swirling sadness in the depths of her eyes. Her beauty couldn’t even brighten his heart at how depleted she appeared.

“Am I wrong in saying you’re sad? Did you want me to die?”

“Don’t say that! Damn you, Kaden. I couldn’t breathe when Kevin told me you’d been shot. I was so scared. You... don’t ever do that to me again. Do you hear me! You do not get shot. Ever again!”

“What’s going on, Sage? And don’t give me some bullshit story again. You haven’t been yourself since the accident. Now you look at me as if... I don’t know. For the first time, I can’t read your emotions, and that is a big problem. Secrets have no place in our relationship, love. We made a pact, remember?”

“Yes, we did.” Clasping his hands between hers, she settled on the bed, watching him unblinkingly. “Before you left on this mission, I asked you to do something for me, Kaden. You refused.”

“That’s what your attitude has been about the past week or two? The investigation? I don’t understand, Sage. I thought it was as important to you to clear corruption and vileness from our communities. We’re on the verge of a breakthrough, and now you want me to pull out?”

“Let someone else fight the battle. It hurts too much to be reminded of my failure every day.”

Kaden was a patient man and was a master at keeping anger at bay, but knowing she was blatantly lying to him sparked a slow burn deep inside him.

“Do you really believe me to be that gullible? If it’s that important to you that I withdraw from the investigation, tell me why, Sage. The truth, or don’t even bother.”

“Daddy, please, just do as I ask.”

“You should know better, Sage.” Disappointment dragged his shoulders down. “Fluttering eyelids and becoming meek is the worst way to state your case.” His expression was stony as he closed his eyes. “I’m tired.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just... I want to move on. Forget about all the unpleasantness of the past and focus on rebuilding my career.”

“You’re not rebuilding your career. You’re continuing where you left off. Yes, you’re at a different branch but at a higher level. You’re now heading up the division. Surely, that proves you’re as wanted in the Bureau as before?” He opened his eyes. “Is that it? You’re sorry you agreed to move here and work from the Louisiana office? Tell me truthfully, Sage. Do you want to go back to Washington?”

“No! I just don’t want to be reminded of the black mark on my career record every day I get home, knowing you’re still digging into the case that put it there. Just fucking drop it. Why do we have to turn the entire issue into a satire of theater?” Sage’s frustration at him not giving in to her demand was presented in the stiffness of her posture and rigid muscles as she paced in short steps next to the bed.

It didn’t slip his notice that she avoided looking at him directly.

“Because you’re keeping something from me, and as long as you are, I know it has to do with that case and most probably Whitmore.”

She pivoted on one heel to glare at him. “You’re clearly not as invested as I am in our future. Perhaps I should find someone who is.”

His body sagged into the bed. Maybe he was a fool. Maybe the lust he believed sparked between Tanner and Sage was more charged with emotional chemistry than he had realized. Was that what she was alluding to? Using the case as a caveat to walk away from him?

The smile on his face was polite as he verbalized the feeling of betrayal in a dark tone.

“If our future is based on that case alone, then I suppose it’s a rather rocky foundation that will crumble. Perhaps you’re right.”

“What do you mean?” Sage sounded strangled, her eyes wide and filled with tears.

“About not being invested in our future.” Settling back, a tired sigh filtering from his lips. “Perhaps just ask yourself which of us you’re truly referring to.” When she visually blanched, a dark veil obscured his expression.

Kaden stared impassively at her. Sage was bound and gagged by an unknown fear that gave rise to the overwhelming sense of being stuck hopelessly in-between. If only she would trust in him enough to share what it was. He knew he wasn’t acting like a caring Daddy should, but raising a wall was the only way to keep his heart protected. If Sage was confused about her love for him, it would be better if she walked away now.

She cringed as his blank stare swept over her. He was completely shutting her out. Maybe this was their swansong, with no hope for a future together.

“Kaden... I...” He watched her mouth falter around each word. Her impassioned voice cracked, more affected by what he said than what she was prepared to voice. He closed his eyes, listening to a current of breath carrying the soft uttering of, “Daddy, I love you,” before breaking up in a harsher sigh chased from her chest.

When he opened his eyes, he was alone.
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Two days later, Triple K Ranch...

Kaden’s steps as he walked into the kitchen were slow but steady. He had a splitting headache of his own making, but he was adamant to get his body back to a state of fitness quickly.

He’d been pushing himself since the moment Sage had walked out of the hospital room—the last time he had seen her. A heavy sigh hung in the air. Slowing his breathing, he stood unmoving. The warmth that had briefly filled his heart of finally being home was gone, leaving it cold and empty.

Without having to check, he knew. Sage wasn’t there. The fleeting emotions of anger dissipated, replaced by hollowness. Every time he walked into the house, he could sense her presence, her essence that filled every room. Now, all that pulled him in was a desolate void.

Sage was gone—for good.
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Chapter Thirteen
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In the meantime, Attorney General’s Offices, Baton Rouge...

“It’s too risky to wait. Pull the plug now. I took a video recording on my cell of the entire meeting, Paula. If we allow them to trigger the simulation, the country is going to be thrown into a frenzy. You know what will happen then.” Tanner’s frustration was rife in his voice.

“I’m not opposed to your suggestion, Tanner. I’m wary that if we act too soon, the same ones responsible for the 2008 collapse will get away scot-free again.” Paula Mackenna, the Director of National Intelligence, hesitated briefly. “You say Jock Abrams was the one running point at the meeting?”

“Yes, which leads me to believe that Salvitore Sanchigo is one of the main players in the Golden Wizards Group.”

“A Mafia Don involved in financial fraud on the top scale? That doesn’t sound feasible, Tanner.”

“We have proof that he is involved with the Lloyd Gaming Group, Paula. His only interest is to elevate the income stream for the casino. An elaborate scheme like this to get every corrupt official to buy into it and give him the opportunity to control them? Of course, he would. Besides, I’ve been digging deeper. There is much more to him than meets the eye. He has a Master’s Degree in Business and Banking Finance. He’s more than capable of pulling off this entire scheme.”

“I know you’re right, but I’m not convinced he’s the only one at the top level, and unless we have actual proof of crimen injuria datum, we can’t touch him. I want all of them, Tanner, particularly the rotten politicians and bankers. If we don’t cut off the fucking dragons’ head, they’ll never stop filling their caves with gold.”

“We’ll have Jock Abrams, and he’s the kind of man who will sing like a canary to save his own ass. We make him an offer he can’t refuse. Once we have Sanchigo locked up, we work on him for the rest. We can’t let the country go into a flat spin because we need one or two culprits, Paula. It would be reckless and dangerous. We can’t afford the kind of recession the potential loss billions of dollars would bring. Another big bank or insurance firm closing down because of a fake market collapse is a reality in this scenario. Do you want to be the one who could’ve stopped it but didn’t?”

“Very well. We’ll set up a contingency plan to prevent the market collapse. I trust you will take care of bringing in the Golden Wizards and have them locked up?”

“I’m already busy setting a sting operation in place.” Tanner ended the call, looking up when the door of his office swung open. One eyebrow crawled higher as he watched the beautiful woman slide through the opening and closing the door behind her.

“So, Mr. Attorney General. What are we going to do about the sexual attraction between us?”

Leaning against his desk, he narrowed his eyes at her seductive tone. The tenseness of her shoulders and the pale tinge of her skin didn’t go unnoticed. Sage Lewis might portray full seduction mode, but she was uncomfortable and weary. Something was wrong.

Yes, there was no denying he lusted after her and had made no secret of that at the club. However, his only interest in her was to be the partner in a threesome with Kaden. He would never chase after his best friend’s woman. Not even if she offered herself on a platter as she was attempting to do.

“Shouldn’t you be home waiting to embrace your fiancé upon his return from the hospital?”

“He’s not... we’re not engaged anymore.”

“Hmm.” Staring intently at her, he noted innocent denial in her eyes while at the same time, her body tensed as though she was hovering on the brink of panic. The rise and fall of her breasts from the shallow breaths she was taking gave her away. His eyes flickered to her fingers tangled together at her waist. “The ring on your finger says otherwise.”

Heat exploded on her face in blotches of red as she glanced down, staring at the glittering diamonds for long moments. Her tongue swept over her lips in a nervous twitch, leaving a glistening film in its wake.

“Force of habit,” she muttered. “I forgot to take it off.”

“So, take it off now.”

“I... you... I’m...” Biting her lip, she ended the embarrassed stammering as she clamped one hand protectively over the other. “When I get home, I will. I don’t want to lose it.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that.” He held out his hand. “Give it to me, and I’ll pass it on to Kaden.” If he wasn’t rapidly losing patience with the situation, he’d find it amusing how her back snapped into a straight line. Indignation burned a line of fire at him in the glare she flung at him.

“I don’t need you to do my dirty work for me.”

“Does that mean Kaden isn’t aware he’s not an engaged man anymore?”

“He knows I left... by now, I’m sure he does.”

“So, what you’re telling me in a roundabout way is that you left your fiancé because we’ve got the hots for each other and want to fuck?”

“You don’t have to be so crude.”

“Why butter it up? It is what it is.” Without moving from the slouched position, he pointed to a spot between his spread legs. “Come here.”

“I think—”

“Now, Sage.”

Before her brain computed the order, she stood between his legs, her hands automatically braced against the rippling strength of his chest.

“I believe it would be appropriate to kickstart our affair with a proper kiss, don’t you agree?”

Ignoring the protest flashing in her eyes, he fisted a tuft of her hair and dragged her closer, watching her through hooded eyelids.

“Make it worth my while, little one.” Angling her head, his head lowered to take masterful possession of her mouth, fusing their lips together to effectively silence any denial. Even though this was none other than proving a point, his blood started to thrum through his body as he pressed her supple body closer against his. Unwillingly, he was sure, her lips blossomed open under his passionate demand. A whimper breathed into his mouth as he cupped her breasts. The rounded curves filled his palms perfectly.

With deliberate sensuality, he glided his tongue against hers while he thumbed her nipples, enticing them into taut nubs. Pinching the buds between his fingers, he growled a primitive order as she attempted to pull away. The submissive inside her responded immediately, and she relaxed back into the kiss.

After he had taken his fill of her succulent lips, he pulled her head back with a tug on her hair. A smirk curved his lips upward. His theory had been proven. Although she had yielded to his kiss, and unwillingly enjoyed it, she hated the fact that she did.

The tears swimming in her eyes was enough proof. Sage Lewis was after something, but it wasn’t his dick.

“Very passionate performance, Sage.” Fingers tightening in her hair, his eyes darkened as she attempted to step back. “Keep still. You made me an offer, which under normal circumstances I would gladly have accepted.”

“What do you mean?”

“You asked what we are going to do about the sexual attraction between us. The answer is nothing, my dear.”

“You don’t want me?”

“Oh, I do, but only as a threesome and when Kaden asks me to partner with you. Just so you know, I will always be the backdoor fuck. He will never allow another man near your pussy.”

“I told you, it’s over between us. Kaden has no say over who comes near my... er...”

“Pussy,” he provided helpfully.

“Yes, so if you’re not interested, just say so. You don’t have to pretend or use Kaden as an excuse.”

“Like with women, men have a code of honor, particularly insofar as their friends are concerned. One doesn’t fuck your friends’ exes, Sage. I never have, and I’m not about to start now.”

“We don’t have to. I just need... I want you... I’m...” Her words drifted off as his gaze swept a swell of dark warning over her blushing cheeks.

Tanner could always tell when a woman was lying, and Sage had been spinning wild tales from the moment she arrived. A lazy gaze strolled over her body once more.

“You came here with the sole purpose of seducing me, didn’t you, Sage?” Once again, his gaze was drawn to her full, plump lips as her tongue did a nervous yet sensual foray over their glossy nude surface.

“I now regret coming here,” she said under her breath.

“I hate people mumbling. Speak up, Sage.”

Tanner would be a liar if he didn’t admit the enjoyment of his cock twitching pleasantly as he yet again trailed his eyes over her curves in the short sundress. Oozing sultriness that exuded from every inch of her skin, the rosy tinge to her cheeks caused his tumescence to rise rapidly. She was a plethora of contradictions—sexy, hot, seductive, yet innocent and vulnerable at the same time.

And completely off limits.

You don’t have to remind me. I’m well aware of that.

Tell that to your stiff dick.

Tanner ignored the taunt of his conscience. He might be aroused, but as a dominant he was known for his stellar control. Lust never ruled his actions. It wasn’t going to now.

It was time to yank Sage out of the bubble she was in. Whatever was driving this action was taking his focus off more important things.

“Why are you really here, Sage?” The question rasped in a breath of warm air next to her ear as he slowly dragged a finger over her skin. Inadvertently, her eyes fell closed. Her frame shuddered under the feathery touch. It pleased Tanner that she had such a natural reaction to his closeness. It meant when they eventually did embark on a threesome, it would be explosive. “Hmm, it seems you’ve gone mute.”

Sage stumbled when he moved away, blinking like a comatose patient suddenly waking up as she clung to the desk. Watching her with the predatory eyes of a hawk, he sat on the sofa in the informal seating area of his office.

“Come here, Sage.” His eyes darkened as she moved unconsciously.

“I’m pleased how well you react to your natural submissiveness,” he purred as without thought, she stood next to him. A visual quiver shimmied through her as his eyes darkened with a satisfied glimmer in their depths.

“Now, face down, over my lap,” he ordered in the same deep voice.

“You want me to—”

“I’m not going to repeat myself, Sage.”

Again, her body blindly obeyed him. She yelped and spread her hands on the carpet to keep from toppling over when he pushed her forward on his lap. A big hand settled on the small of her back as the other pushed the dress over her hips to bare her buttocks.

“Tanner, what are you... you can’t...”

“I can’t? Well, I guess that’s a matter of opinion, wouldn’t you say?” His big palm covered the roundness of her cheeks. She shrieked when he squeezed hard, watching as a cushiony shape formed in his fist. “I ask again. What are you doing here, Sage?”

Tanner noticed her mortification and surprise at the tremor of lust that shook her frame as he squeezed her buttocks painfully before landing a stinging strike across their fullness.

Crack!

“Ooww!” Sage cried, offering him a glowering stare over her shoulder.

“I’m waiting.”

She screamed as another crack sounded through the room.

“I told you why I’m here,” she whimpered while trying her best to protect her behind with one hand.

“Did I ever mention how I hate lies?”

“But I—” Sage’s protest ended in another scream as his palm connected even harder.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

“I can keep this up the entire afternoon, especially since the ruby red of your cheeks is so enticing,” he murmured while rubbing their roundness with deliberate sensuality, driving the heat of the pain deeper.

A supinate finger delved between the crevice of her cheeks to end in a soft brush over the piece of lace covering her pussy.

“Oh... no!” The protest burst forth on a throaty moan.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

“Oww! Fucking hell! Tanner, that hurts!” she howled as the first signs of tears burned behind her eyelids.

Tanner reveled in her skin blooming red beneath his hand. Unable to resist, he caressed the curve of her buttocks, so beautifully bared apart from a sexy white lace thong. Heat from his attentions emanated from her skin. The first time he watched Kaden punish her at the club, he’d noticed that her body reacted to painful stimulation—if given moderately with a little added eroticism mixed to the spice.

Kaden was one hell of a lucky man.

Tanner used that knowledge to blow her circuits as she floundered wildly to keep in control of her senses. Each smack caused a thrilling vibration to resonate through her muscles while shocking every one of her nerve endings with the undeniable effect of invigorating her lust. The tenseness of her frame was a testament of her yearning for more.

Yeah, as much as the caterwauling is crying for Kaden and not you.

Of course, there is that.

Acknowledging it was time to end the lesson, he deliberately pushed her boundaries by brushing a finger under the thong.

“Hmm, so wet and hot,” he murmured against her temple as her inner muscles pulsed around his finger.

“S-Stop. You have to stop! Please.”

“Why?” Fisting her hair, he pulled back until her back arched uncomfortably, and she was facing the ceiling. “Isn’t this exactly what you came here for? Begging me to become your Daddy?”

“No! I’ve got... Kaden is my Daddy! I don’t want or need another. Let me go.” This time she struggled in earnest. “Fuck you, Tanner Wilde. Let. Me. Go!”

“Ah, finally, some true emotion.” Releasing her, his expression stern, he watched her scramble to her feet and backpedal to get away from him. “So, Miss Lewis, tell me. What are you really doing here? And please, don’t insult my intelligence with another lie. We both know you love Kaden too much to cuckold him.”

Knees buckling, she sat down, juxtaposing him, looking anywhere but at him.

“My time is valuable, and you have wasted enough of it. Either spit it out or leave.” With his legs spread wide and his arms loosely by his side, he oozed confidence. Strangely, it seemed to be what calmed her down.

“Start talking, Sage.”
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Fidgeting with her hands under his direct stare, she peered carefully at him through the wave of her eyelashes. Instinct had brought her to him. No matter that the intel pointed to him as corrupt, somehow, she knew she could trust him.

Kaden did, so did Slade. Maybe they knew something she didn’t. She couldn’t believe someone who the three Frazers held in such high regard and was an attorney general with a reputation of walking the straight and narrow path could be corrupt. For all she knew, the information was planted to throw her off course.

It was time to trust her instincts... trust him as much as Kaden did. She had no choice. He was the only one who could help her to keep Kaden and his family safe.

“You know I work for the FBI and that I investigated a five-year-old cold case of the resurgence of a similar banking fraud scheme that seemed to be connected to the 2008 financial collapse.”

“I’m aware, yes.”

Sage watched him like a hawk, but his expression remained calm and serene.

“Well, our investigation led to a recent flare-up of the same once again, and,”—she swallowed hard—“your name has been connected with some of the people already confirmed to be involved in the fraud.” Confidence resurfacing, she drew her shoulders straight. “Are you, A.G. Wilde?”

“Am I what?” Tanner’s expression remained non-committal.

“Corrupt?”

“That’s why you're here? To accuse me of fucking over the American people?”

Sage was taken aback that he genuinely seemed angry at her assumption.

“I’m not the one who made up the videos and photos of you colluding with the likes of Jock Abrams and Jessica Hewitt.”

“So, I’m found guilty by association? What exactly do the photos prove other than that, Sage? You seem to be grasping at straws, particularly if that’s the extent of your intel.”

“In other words, you deny that you’re involved in any way?”

“That goes without saying.” A dark frown drew his face into a question mark. “That’s not all. Out with it. What’s really bothering you? What do you want from me, Sage... truly?”

“I choose to believe you because I know Kaden and my uncle trust you implicitly.”

“Am I supposed to be honored by that concession?”

“Ok, damn you! I’m sorry! I should have dug deeper before immediately assuming the worst. In my defense, at the time I stumbled across the intel, I hadn’t met you yet.”

“Apology accepted.”

“Just like that? It seems too easy.”

“I don’t hold grudges. Life is too precious, and as I said before, so is my time. Out with it.”

“My accident was a warning.”

Tanner’s body turned to stone.

“I suppose since you’re telling me that Kaden and Slade aren’t aware of this?”

“No. The man made it very clear what would happen if I dared mention it to anyone.”

“Do you know who he is?”

She nodded.

“We also found out that apart from Jock Abrams, the Sanchigo Mafia Group is involved in the scheme.”

Tanner’s eyes turned glacial.

“Are you telling me the mob crashed your car?”

“Yes. I believe it was Bulldog, Salvitore Sanchigo’s bodyguard.”

“Fucking hell.” Tanner started pacing. “So, what did he demand?”

“That Kaden stop the investigation. If he doesn’t, they’re going to start torturing and killing everyone he loves, starting with his aunt in Mauritius.”

“That’s why you ran out on him? Do you honestly think he would let you go without fighting for you? Kaden’s moral compass doesn’t have an off switch, Sage. Not even a threat like that would make him stop, particularly not if the mafia is involved. He hates corruption and loathes criminals even more. You leaving won’t make him pull out of the investigation.” Tanner hesitated briefly. “Not now, when he and Slade work with National Intelligence and me to stop them.”

“I’m aware of that... although not that you’re working with them, too.” Sage’s woebegone expression was flanked by hunched shoulders. Teetering on the verge of giving over to the emptiness inside her, a dark void threatened to consume everything in and around her. She had been fighting the desolation from the day of the accident, that she would be left alone without the love of her life. The thought of Kaden being killed robbed her of the ability to sleep. She was slowly turning into a walking zombie.

“Kaden might not walk away for the reasons you mentioned, but he would if he believed I cuckolded him... with his best friend.”

“So, you can’t be honest with him, but you expect me to lose my best friend over a lie?”

“Please, Tanner!” Her blood chilled. She banned the memory of Bulldog’s threat as a coldness brought the synapses of her brain to a standstill. If Tanner refused to help her and Kaden continued the investigation...

“I don’t know of any other way to keep him safe. You’re the attorney general. You know how ruthless the Sanchigo Mafia is. I don’t know who to trust. If I tell him and they find out... I don’t know what they’ll do. Please! Time is running out. Help me save his life.”

“You’re willing to walk away from your one chance at love and happiness to keep him safe. Don’t you believe you deserve a chance as well, Sage?”

“Kaden deserves to be happy. I’m not the woman who can give it to him. Don’t you get it, Tanner?” she cried passionately. “It’s because of me that he’s in danger. If not for me investigating that fucking cold case in the first place, his life wouldn’t be in danger. None of this shit would’ve happened. It’s my fault. I’m the only one who can fix it.”

“By breaking his heart.”

“If there was any other way, don’t you think I would’ve taken it?”

“You could tell him.”

“No! I’m not prepared to risk it.”

“Very well, Sage. On one condition.”

“Anything!”

“Once this is over, you tell him the truth. It’s the least you can do and what he deserves.”

“I’ll tell him, but I know it won’t matter. He will have already closed his heart and won’t let me back in.” A tremulous smile hovered on her lips. “But I promise I will make it right for you. He will know you did what you’re going to do to keep him safe.”

“I don’t need you to fight my battles. All I want is for you to be honest with him. If not now, after.”

“I promise.”

Sage left, feeling relieved for the first time in weeks. No matter what Tanner might believe, she knew life didn’t come to a standstill when fate threw you a hardball. All it did was force you to make adjustments.

She would come to that crossroad soon enough and would have a difficult decision to make. Walking around like a ghost without direction wasn’t going to change anything. Once Kaden believed she had fucked him over, there was no future to go back to with him.

Eventually, she would have to move on.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The next day, Tanner’s office...

“What do you mean we’re out of the investigation?” Kaden immediately went into attack mode. His mood had been foul since arriving home to find Sage gone. Even though they had a difference of opinion and she had walked out of the hospital, he never thought she would disappear on him.

Everyone at home knew him well enough to stay out of his way, so he hadn’t been able to give vent to his frustration. Tanner was the perfect target to expunge his anger.

“It’s simple. The case has been cracked open, and we’re busy resolving it.”

“Fuck that. I don’t believe you.” Kaden pushed the chair back so hard, it fell over. “What is really going on here? C’mon, spill your fucking guts.”

Kaden was running on a live wire, his entire demeanor one of antagonism. He was gunning for a fight. Maybe a hard punch in the gut would set him back on course.

“Calm down, Kaden,” Slade interjected, worry evident in his gaze. “Give Tanner a chance to explain.”

“He’s doing a shit job at it so far.”

“You’re acting like a teenage prick. Sit down or leave,” Tanner growled, but apart from a quick glance, he didn’t hold his gaze. He had been tense and avoided looking at Kaden from arrival, which was completely unlike him.

Suspicion shocked through Kaden like 5000 volts.

“So, you couldn’t keep your dick zipped up. You had to fuck her.”

Tanner didn’t react or respond to the accusation. For the first time in his life, Kaden lost control.

“For fuck’s sake,” Slade barked as Kaden reached across the desk and jerked Tanner out of his chair by his tie.

“Let me the fuck go.” Tanner’s voice darkened in warning.

“With pleasure.” The short right jab skimmed off Tanner’s jaw as he effectively blocked the hit.

“Jesus Christ! Kaden, stop this shit,” Slade shouted as Kaden upended Tanner over the desk onto the floor and was on him the moment he came to his feet. Kaden was aiming for a brutal fight, believing that Tanner deserved it.

“Take this, you motherfucker,” he growled as he aimed a hard blow at Tanner’s jaw, but it whirred by in a blur of knuckles as he danced back on the balls of his feet.

“You’re making an ass of yourself, Kaden.” Tanner’s calm reprimand only served to anger him more, and his arm swung in an upward trajectory. Again, Tanner ducked just in time.

“Fight me, you fucking coward!”

“Enough! Your wound is still raw. Have you fucking lost your mind? Do you want to end up back in the hospital?” Slade intercepted the next right hook by dragging Kaden’s arm behind him.

“Fuck,” he hissed as the pain of his wound seared through his mind. “Let me go. He deserves to be pounded into the ground.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Slade asked in complete confusion.

“Sage left me while I was in the hospital. No warning, not a fucking word or goodbye, that’s what’s going on.”

“So, you automatically assume Tanner is at fault?”

“Look at the motherfucker. He can’t look me in the eye. He didn’t fight back, and he sure as hell didn’t deny it!” Kaden’s eyes shot daggers. “He’s been biting at the bit for a threesome with her. You couldn’t wait, could you, you fuckface? No, like a coward, you pounced while I was out of commission.”

“Be careful, Kaden. More than having a go at Tanner, you’re insulting my niece. Sage loves you. She’d never fuck around with another man, definitely not while engaged to you.”

“Then why don’t we ask him? Well?” Kaden smirked as Tanner sat down behind his desk, straightening his tie. “Once again, he can’t look me in the eye. Show me you have balls, Mr. Attorney General. Did you fuck Sage?”

“I didn’t call you here to swing dicks over a woman. We need to talk about what's happening with the Golden Wizards.”

“Fuck you, Tanner. I’m done. If you think I’m interested in elevating your fucking trophy hunting, you’re sadly mistaken. You and Sage have my blessing. Investigate and fuck all you want. I am out.” Kaden stormed to the door, where he glowered at him over a shoulder. “One warning, Attorney General Wilde... stay the fuck away from me. The next time I see you, I'll fucking smash your face in.”

Silence descended in the wake of a loud crack echoing through the room as the door slammed shut behind him.

“Fuck,” Tanner muttered, running a hand through his hair.

“What just happened, Tanner? Is it true? Did you and Sage—”

“What do you think?”

“I think you value your friendship with him too much to let your dick do the talking, but at the same time... Sage disappeared. I haven’t been able to get a hold of her since she walked out on Kaden.”

“Sage is fine. More importantly, she’s safe.”

“Jesus, Tanner! Does that mean you and she—”

“Enough. We don’t have time to string out our intestines. Let’s move on. Kaden walking away from the investigation solves one issue, but we have bigger problems.”

“I wish I knew what the fuck is going on,” Slade muttered.

“I need your word that what I’m about to tell you isn’t going to reach any of the Frazer brothers.”

“So, it does involve Sage.”

“She left to save Kaden’s life. I couldn’t bring her to trust him and tell him the truth.” Tanner briefly told Slade the background. “For now, it’s best he stays out of sight and more specifically, stops digging into the case.”

“I’ve never seen him this angry, Tanner. God knows, I hope the two of you will be able to patch things up once it’s all over.”

“So do I.”

“What’s next?”

“We have to stop the stock market collapse simulation going live. Otherwise, we might have a mini meltdown of the financial sector and stock market. It wouldn’t cause the same disaster as in the past, but many institutions stand to lose billions.”

“I assume you and the NI are working on a solution?”

“Yes, and we’ll need a CIA task force team’s assistance to pull it off.”

“I’ll arrange it. Just let me know when and where.”

“The NI’s IT Engineers are developing an impenetrable nanotechnology firewall for the stock exchange servers to prevent the software upload that would simulate the market crashing. The system will flag any attempt to infiltrate their server and will send a secure warning to me.

“From what was said at the meeting, the planned D-day is this Friday, so we need to have teams at the ready and within reach of every Golden Wizard member. The moment the group notifications go out that they’re going live, we move in. While they’re all darting about, looking for crashing shares to buy, we’ll breach their premises. Their attempt will have failed and they’ll be captured and put behind bars.”

“Sounds easy enough. What about Sanchigo?”

“That’s one problem we still need to find a solution for. He’s been very clever, and we can’t find anything to link him directly to this cyber-attack or with what has been happening at the banks.”

“So, once again, we’ll get everyone but the top dogs, who will go into hiding and, within a couple of years, attempt the same financial terrorism against the people. All to fill up their own coffers. It infuriates me.”

“I know the feeling, but for now, we need to prevent a crash in the market. Even though it’s intended as a simulation, no one will know, which will mean worldwide panic and billions of dollars will be lost. The stock market has already slid by two percent over the past couple of months. This simulation will increase that to as much as fifty percent in a matter of hours. Within a day, it’ll be rock bottom.”

“Since it’s a simulation, the drop in shares won’t be real, though,” Slade said. “Once the system corrects itself, won’t everything return to normal?”

“Theoretically, it should, except with the mistrust in banks already in place, people will do what they have to protect themselves. The worldwide ripple effect will be immediate, and potentially, in the process of the banks immediately calling in loans to cover their debts, millions of people could lose their homes.”

“In other words, like in 2008, panic will ensue, and people will sell shares for pennies just to get rid of it and pull all their money from banks.”

“The snowball effect, even if the stock exchange righted itself within a couple of days, would only accelerate the banks that had already started to fail.” Tanner sighed. “Also remember, the Golden Wizards have invested millions of dollars to persuade politicians to water down regulations over the past couple of years. Many banks never did stress tests, so they won’t realize they’ve fallen into a trap and have a financial gap they can’t cover. Bank policies were changed underhandedly, and risky loans were approved to people who couldn’t pay, so we’re already in a slump where people are defaulting and causing the system to collapse. Worse, they loaned money to cryptocurrency, which resulted in a loss of in the billions.”

“So, unless our timing is perfect, Golden Wizard members could potentially end up with shares worth billions that they obtained for a couple of pennies.”

“Exactly.”

Slade scratched his chin. “I still don’t see how the Sanchigo Mafia is connected. It seems like a long-term project with no guarantee of a financial return.”

“Salvitore Sanchigo is a brilliant businessman, first and foremost. He has a Master’s Degree in Business and Banking Finance. Why do you think he has never been caught for money laundering, tax evasion, or fraud? He knows how to hide money. For that matter, I read somewhere that he was linked to Siatioshi Naikamioto, the pseudonym of the person who developed the first bitcoin software and introduced the concept of cryptocurrency to the world in a 2008 paper... Jesus Christ! That’s it! That’s how he’s involved. The XTF Group’s recent collapse was due to cryptocurrency loans. I’ll put my head on a block, that’s where Sanchigo subtly started this entire fucking plan!” Tanner furiously paced the room.

“Enlighten me,” Slade drawled in a dry tone.

“XTF filed for bankruptcy in November last year after a sudden surge of customer withdrawals earlier in the month. Then-CEO, Tom Friedman, admitted they didn’t have sufficient assets in reserve to meet customer demand.”

“So, they were one of the banks bowing to offering risky loans.”

“Yes, but apparently, they got hacked within hours of filing for bankruptcy, during which time unauthorized transactions were lodged, where close to eight-hundred-million dollars in assets were stolen. Elloptoc, a crypto compliance service company, noticed it since the hacker continued to drain wallets for several days.”

“If Elloptoc noticed, how the hell did he manage to keep draining wallets?”

“He used what’s called on-chain spoofing. The hacker then invested those funds in Ether and subsequently sold it without being traced. He walked away with over a billion dollars in the end.” Tanner slammed a fist against the desk. “Fucking hell! For all we know, Salvitore Sanchigo is Siatioshi Naikamioto! It’s not a fucking wonder he’s always one step ahead of us. He’s an expert in dealing on the dark web.”

“If that’s the case, we have to stop the bastard. He’s obviously the brains behind the entire scheme. Since he lives in the underworld, no one dares stand in his way. If we don’t put an end to his reign, this country will fall into a recession we won’t recover from.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Obviously, something Kaden was looking into as part of the investigation was too close to home for Sanchigo, which is why he threatened Sage. Just keep him occupied, Slade. As long as he’s not involved, I can concentrate on getting the bastard locked up to rot in jail and not have to babysit his Patty Cakes.” He opened the door. “Fuck, Kaden! What the hell? How long have you been listening?”

“I never left.”

“Oomph!” Tanner folded double as Kaden planted a right hook in his gut.

“That’s for lying to me, and this,” Crack! A left hook against his jaw spun Tanner around to land on the sofa, his lip split open. “That’s for not trusting me to do the right thing.”

“I fucking trusted you, fuckface, and tried to change her mind to tell you the truth, but it wasn’t my choice. Clearly, your babygirl was more scared of the threat Bulldog made.” Tanner wiped the blood from his lips with a handkerchief, groaning as he straightened. “If you did what she begged you to do and withdrew from the case, I wouldn’t have been involved in the first place. Fucking asshole,” he muttered as he nursed his stomach.

“If you expect me to apologize, it’s not gonna happen. You fucking deserved it.” Kaden sat down opposite Tanner. “So, she came to you. I suppose I should thank you for keeping her safe.”

“If you even ask that question I see in your eyes, that wound in your shoulder is going to feel like a pinch,” Tanner warned darkly.

“I wasn’t going to ask. Irrespective of what I said earlier, I know you wouldn’t touch her.”

“Good, but in full disclosure, I did kiss her.” Tanner held up his hand. “Purely to prove a point since she was attempting to convince me she wanted to have an affair with me when I knew it was a lie.”

“I suppose she’s at your house?”

“Yes, she’s safe. I have a security team on the premises that I handpicked.”

“Thank you, Tanner.”

“Don’t mention it. Now, get your ass back to the farm, unless you want to trigger Bulldog’s suspicion, and—”

“I’m not going anywhere. I invested my team, my time, and a hell of a lot of effort into this investigation. I will see it through.” He held up his hand as Tanner opened his mouth to protest. “Aunt Helena is safe. I made sure of that the day we started the investigation. She’s not even in Hawaii. My brothers and I can take care of ourselves. You know us, Tanner. We’re not going to walk away from a cause worth fighting for. Besides, I believe I have some intel we can use to bring in Salvitore Sanchigo that will stand up in court.”

“You could’ve led with that.”

“The fist in your gut was much more satisfying.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Salvitore Sanchigo’s private residence in Garden Lane, Lakewood, New Orleans...

The elaborate two-story mansion stood in a quiet three-street area with no thru access. Since he required space where his bodyguards could roam without raising questions, Salvitore had acquired three pieces of land, thereby creating his own private estate with a small house where his security staff resided. For his wife and two kids, it was a safe, connected neighborhood where they could live a normal life.

The laid-back residential area was known for its oak trees and landmark restaurants. Close by was Palmer Park, a popular monthly art market where, as a family, they regularly roamed around for quality family time. Salvitore might be well known in the crime world as cruel and ruthless, but to his family, he was their rock. A husband and a father who went out of his way to make them happy.

Living two lives was so ingrained in his psyche, switching from one to the other came naturally. When he was working, it was all he focused on. Lo and behold anyone who interfered when he was with his family.

They were his world. He would do anything to keep them happy and safe, killing and murder at the top of the list.

His wife was upstairs, getting ready for bed. Their two kids were on vacation in Paris with a group of school friends. Salvitore had planned the trip specifically to ensure they wouldn’t be around to draw his attention from instigating a successful stock market crash. Another project no one would ever associate with the Sanchigo Mafia, which was why he loved to push the envelope with it. He didn’t need the money. A smirk turned up one side of his mouth as he lit one of his favorite Gurkha Royal Courtesan cigars—a reflection of his love for all things decadent.

“I definitely don’t need the money, but what a rush to watch everyone go into a flat spin believing another financial crash is happening.”

Salvitore loved being a puppet master—drawing strings just to watch the play unfold. This time, he was reenacting the 2008 financial collapse... purely, because he could.

Stretching his legs resting on top of the study desk, he leaned back in the chair as he made a call on a burner phone. This entire operation had been arranged on the dark web and phone calls. Nothing could trace back to him.

“Is everything in place?” he asked the moment Jock Abrams answered the call.

“We’re ready. The big five banks and the main insurance companies are already in a panic, but they’ve been keeping it under wraps. Under Mark Fathom’s guidance, of course. He’s playing it down as a glitch in the system, that the two percent drop in shares in no way represents such a quick turnaround in the country’s liquidity.”

“Good. The timer for the stock market collapse is set for tomorrow at exactly noon. As soon as the program kicks in, every market will hit rock bottom in a matter of an hour. Make sure everyone knows. If they want to make money, that will be the time to buy—when traders go into a frenzy and start selling for pennies.”

“What about cryptocurrency?”

“I control it, and I’m not ready to see that tank, so don’t worry about it. As long as Fathom keeps his head, we’re going to make billions within a matter of hours.”

“I’m concerned about our investors. What if they panic and start pulling out as well?”

“Investors keep an eye on the stock market of the entity they invest in. Lloyd Gaming Group is going to remain strong throughout the supposed crash. In fact, since it will be rising when the others are dropping, they’ll buy in rather than sell. We’ll be winning both ways. Just make sure the Golden Wizards are ready to act and play their part tomorrow.”

“They’re ready and waiting for my instructions.”

“Good. I’ll send you a go note. You’ll have two minutes to get a message out to everyone. Make sure it’s set up so you can just press send.”

“Already done.”

Salvitore ended the call abruptly. Dragging on the cigar, he stared out the window at the well-lit garden through a thick haze of smoke.

“See, Mom. I kept my promise. I’m not a low-life mobster like Dad was. I’m an educated criminal with vision. I know you would be proud if you were here.”

The next caller took longer to answer, causing his irritation to rise.

“I assume you have everything in place?”

The voice sounding in his ear was swathed in a heavy accent, somewhat condescending, as usual. With difficulty, Salvitore suppressed his anger from sparking to life. This man had offered him the opportunity and the resources to make his mark in the world with this elaborate scheme he had been planning since 2008. Every time, he had reached the success he had intended. This time would be no different.

Shrugging off the annoyance, he smiled to himself. He could handle a conceited opportunist, particularly one who, once he had served his purpose, would no longer be a problem. No matter that he was on a different continent, Salvitore’s power reached far and wide. When the time came, he would be dealt with.

“Tomorrow at noon the shit is going to hit the fan. I’m sure you will be glued to your television screen.”

“Good. Send me the details of the companies where I will benefit the most. I don’t wish to waste my time and money.”

“Of course.” Salvitore’s voice lowered. “As soon as the agreed amount shows up in my account, you’ll receive the list.”

“You’ll get the money once the project is done and successful. I’m not paying for—”

“Then good luck. You might strike it lucky and buy up shares that will be worth something once the market rights itself. Of course, it’s not guaranteed, but one never knows. Investing is such a tricky business.”

“I’m warning you, Sanchigo, if this scheme doesn’t work, every penny I’m transferring now better be paid back. Otherwise, you and I will have a problem.”

“Threatening the Don of The Big Easy is never a clever idea. You would be wise to remember that.”

“Fucking me over isn’t either. Don’t underestimate my power. Best you remember that.”

“So, we’re at an impasse. The call is yours. We will continue with our plan. Whether you achieve the same results as the Golden Wizards is entirely up to you.”

“If not for me, the Golden Wizards would never have existed. Don’t forget, Salvitore, I’m the one who put up all the fucking money to date.”

“You put up most but not all. You know what to do if you want the list. I’m out.”

With the sound of furious protest in his ears, he ended the call, a pleased smile on his lips. They might have founded the Golden Wizards together, but in the end, there could only be one captain of a ship.

Salvitore Sanchigo intended to be the one steering his own destiny.

“Tomorrow is the start of a new era. I have secured the future of cryptocurrency, and if this simulation of crashing the stock market is a success, I have the means to play with the government as and when I please. I will be the god ruling their pitiful existence. Let’s see who dares call me a criminal ever again.”
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Just before noon the next day, Zarrah’s Casino, New Orleans...

Jock Abrams stationed himself in his luxury penthouse suite at the casino. Being the CEO of Lloyd Gaming Group came with many perks. The choice had been a strategic one. Should something go wrong, he didn’t want to be at the headquarters or at home. At least being here, managing a staff conference, no one could point a finger at him in the impending disaster.

Not that anyone would have a reason to. Yes, he moved in various circles, even within the banking industry, but no one would have any reason to believe he was involved in the elaborate scheme about to explode that would fling the country into financial disarray.

His phone buzzed, sparking excitement to life inside him.

“Yes!” He pumped a fist in the air as he opened the message, watching the countdown timer. Entering an instruction on his laptop, he forwarded the message to the Golden Wizard members. Flexing his fingers, he opened the software program that was specifically designed to hack into the stock market system. Once the market started crashing, they could all login and start buying shares.

With one eye on the timer, he chucked down the drink he had been sipping on.

“Five, four, three, two, one.” A loud cackle sprang from his lips. “Here we go.”

Jock wasn’t one to play in the stock market, but he had familiarized himself with the playing field over the past couple of years. Rubbing his hands in anticipation, he eagerly waited for the numbers to start dropping.

“Why the fuck is nothing happening?” A message flashed on the group program screen. “Yes!”

Program active. Login now.

Punching in his details, Jock tapped his fingers impatiently as the system took a while to open.

“About time,” he muttered, typing in the stock buying codes for the government money market and treasury and government funds. Those were the ones Salvitore wanted him to buy out first before any of the Golden Wizards got their hands on it. Not for the first time, Jock wondered about his true goal. The zero-rated casino loan was a flimsy reason for all the trouble they were going into. A fact everyone at the meeting last week immediately latched onto.

Whatever the mighty mobster was really after had more to do with the government than filling his pockets with more money.

“Good. No one else has obtained any of these stocks,” he muttered as he started the process of entering details in preparation of just hitting buy when the share pricing reached rock bottom. “Fucking unbelievable! Salvitore knows what he’s doing. Just look at the shares dropping quicker than dead flies!”

Whistling Dixie, he lifted his finger high. Smiling broadly, he crooned. “And BUY!” With a flowery downward movement, he pressed the enter key.

“What the fuck?!”

The sound of the front door crashing open startled him out of his reverie, and he jumped up from the couch with a start. His heart was pounding so hard in his chest, he could feel it thumping against his ribcage. The adrenaline surge that coursed through his veins made his hands shake and his breath come in short gasps.

Eyes widening in shock and fear, he stared at the CIA tactical team, moving with swift and efficient precision. They swarmed the room, their faces masked by helmets and their weapons drawn. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead as Kaden Frazer and Slade Lewis followed closely on their heels.

“Reach for the sky, motherfucker.”

“Fuck you!” he croaked, backing away from the advancing team, but his feet seemed rooted to the spot. He was paralyzed with disbelief and couldn’t move. The tactical team moved closer and closer, and he could feel the weight of their presence bearing down on him.

Refusing to give in to the intimidating situation, Jock went on the attack.

“What is the meaning of this? Who gives you the right to storm into my apartment without permission?”

“Ah, well, in case you’re not familiar with how the legal system works, let me advise you. When a law officer believes a crime is being committed, breaching a property is legal if there is due cause.” Slade waved at the laptop, the stock market screen on clear display, showing his just purchased stocks. “Since you accommodated us by leaving your crime in full view, I believe we have due cause.”

The abundant beads of sweat on his forehead was a glaring testimony to his nervousness, revealing his true emotions and intentions. The slick, glistening layer, pronounced under the overhead lights, betrayed him. Despite his best efforts to appear calm and collected, it was there for all to see. The telltale signs of guilt were etched on his face like an expertly crafted calligraphy. The creases at the side of his mouth were deep and pronounced, accentuating his anxiety and distress. His eyes darted around nervously, avoiding direct contact with the two men crowding him.

“Since when is stock trading illegal?” Jock straightened his shoulders. “What do you want, Deputy Director Lewis?”

“You are charged with extortion, fraud, manipulation of the stock market, and too many others to mention.”

“That’s ludicrous! I am a lobbyist and since last week, the CEO of Lloyd Gaming Group. A criminal I’m not!”

“That’s a matter of opinion, Mr. Abrams. You’re under arrest. Anything you say or do can be held against you in a court of law,” Slade continued unperturbed.

“Fuck you! I did nothing wrong.” Fighting against the cuffs two of the men forced on his wrist, Jock kicked out viciously. “Let me the fuck go!”

Slade ignored him, studiously continuing to read him his rights. “Do you understand these rights as I have read them to you? You do?” he smirked as Jock spat in his direction.

“I want my phone call. Do you hear me? My phone call!”

“Take him to the safehouse. He will be interrogated there,” Kaden instructed.

“You can’t do that. I refuse to go. Take me to the police station or fuck off. This is against the law. You don’t work for the CIA. You can’t do this!”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want.” Kaden snarled close to his face. “Much like you and the bastard Golden Wizards did.” He punched him in the gut for good measure. “Take this piece of shit out of my face before I lose it.”
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CIA Safehouse on a remote farm just outside of Baton Rouge...

“Let me the fuck out!” Jock screamed as he hammered on the door. Looking around the room, a wave of claustrophobia washed over him. The room was dank and stuffy, with no windows to let in fresh air or sunlight. The only source of light came from a dim bulb hanging from the ceiling, casting long shadows across the moldy cement walls. He found it difficult to breathe due to the musty odor of dampness hanging in the air. He was locked up, but the feeling of being trapped made him gasp for breath as the walls seemed to be closing in on him.

The cold floor added to his discomfort, sending shivers up his spine with every step he took. There was no rug or carpet to cushion his feet, just bare concrete that was rough and unforgiving. Jock wished he had worn shoes with thicker soles, but it was too late to regret his dress code now.

The only furniture in the room was three rickety chairs and a table in the center of the room. The chairs looked as though they had been salvaged from a junkyard, with frayed cushions and wobbly legs that threatened to give way at any moment. The table was no better, with peeling paint and an uneven surface that made it difficult to keep anything steady.

“I said, let me out!” His fist hammered against the door as he wondered how long he would be stuck in this room, with its oppressive atmosphere and lack of amenities. “I’m not going to crack, motherfuckers, so this old CIA torture trick of making me wait is a waste of time. Come in here, and let’s get this over with. Do you fucking hear me? Ask your questions, you stupid bastards!”

The dim light offered little relief as he strained his eyes to look around the room. He couldn’t even tell if it was day or night outside, courtesy of the darkness swallowing the entire room. He guessed it was still daylight, but he wanted out of the bleak and depressing space that expounded the feeling of being completely fucked.
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“Shall we relieve him of his misery?” Slade leaned against the wall, watching the performance on a large monitor with a bored expression.

“We should make him sweat a little longer, but I suppose time is of the essence.” Kaden strolled to the door. “Let me have at him.”

“We need information, so keep your fists contained.”

“I’m not going to pussyfoot around the fuckface. He doesn’t need his arms or legs to talk.” Kaden ignored Slade who was shaking his head as he closed the door behind him.

“Sit down,” he barked at Jock, who quickly retreated in the face of his large body bearing down on him. His hands were cuffed to the table before he could blink.

“So, your plan to simulate a stock market collapse was foiled.” Kaden stretched out his legs lazily as he sat opposite Jock in the underground bunker. His stern demeanor offered little relief to the already stressed man yanking on the cuffs.

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“How about the Golden Wizards? Does that ring a bell?”

“You watch too much television. That sounds like a medieval tale— Jesus!” he screamed as Kaden slammed his fist down on his fingers. The sickening crack of bones breaking was doused by Jock’s scream of pain.

“I’m generally a patient man, but since your best buddy’s muscle almost killed, then threatened my fiancé, I’m on a short leash. I suggest you don’t aggravate me any further unless you have a desire for more broken bones.”

“Wh-What the fuck do you want?”

“I’m not going to ask you what you did. We already know.”

“Like shit you do!”

“Hmm... lemme see.” Kaden started counting off on his fingers. “You attempted a stock market crash using a virtual simulation program. You instigated false information in regard to weakening financial markets. Well, we all know there’s a problem, but you showed a collapse level. The bankers you have in your pocket pushed through risky loans, heavily invested in cryptocurrency, and you’re manipulating the property market. Should I go on?”

“You’re a dreamer, Frazer. No one can simulate any of that.”

“Oh, not all of it is simulated. Only the stock market dump this morning. The rest you and your cohorts have been rolling out for years in small volumes, so it didn’t raise concern until you were ready.”

Jock only stared morosely at his throbbing fingers.

“Now, we’ve got you, and every one of the Golden Wizards, who, by the way, are singing like canaries.”

“Again, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have—”

The door opening and the arrival of Tanner Wilde cut off his denial. He turned as white as a sheet.

“You fucking bastard! I should’ve known it was too good to be true.”

“Yes, you should have. So should all the stupid people who joined in this hair-brained scheme. Yet they didn’t, and now all of them are going to enjoy the supposed wealth they believe they made in those couple of minutes of stock trading behind bars. Much like you.”

“What do you mean, supposed wealth? I pushed through transactions. As did many of them.”

“You thought you did. Whoever is behind this entire fuck up might have the IT savvy to design a hacking program, but so does the CIA and National Intelligence. Our program overrode yours, and the trade you believed you made was nothing but a simulated trade training exercise. No one bought shit.” Tanner smiled as he walked around the room.

“What it did do was offer us a valid reason to lock up everyone who logged in and attempted to buy the plunging stocks.” He laughed. “As Kaden said, your friends have all been spilling their guts, hoping for a reduced sentence.”

“Fuck you. I have nothing to say!”

“We know Salvitore Sanchigo is involved in this,” Kaden interjected.

Jock barked out a laugh. “Sure, you do, which is why you’re here breaking my fingers instead of out there arresting him.” He leaned forward. “You have shit on him. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“We have enough to lock him up, but you can make your own life and future easier if you cooperate, and—”

“I don’t have a death wish, Attorney General Wilde, other than the three of you. You’re wasting your time. I have nothing to say, so you may as well take me to jail.” With a haughty look, he glanced between the two men. “You have dug your own graves. Mark my words. He will come for you. Get used to walking and keeping one eye looking over your shoulder all the time. You’ll never know when or where, but he will come for you.” He snorted acerbically.

“He will annihilate all of you... starting with your loved ones.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Club Rogue...

“So, Salvitore Sanchigo gave you the slip,” Kaden said as he handed drinks all around before going to stand in front of the tinted window, looking down.

As was their norm, his brothers, Slade, and Tanner had a meeting before heading down to the club. His office at Club Rogue overlooked the large entertainment room on one side and the Neomedieval stone walls and wrought iron lamps of the dungeon on the other. It was still early, but as was usual on Saturday nights, the floor was already swirling with chatting members.

That intoxicating primal need to be dominated, to move and experience joy as one, separate and joined, was what the club in its entirety represented to its members.

“I’m afraid so. We raided his house in Lakewood in New Orleans, but there was no sign of anyone being in residence for a long time.”

“Meaning?”

“Although he has an entire staff in attendance, they all swore the owner of the house hasn’t been there for over a year. Apparently, he lives on a private island and uses the house when he’s in the United States for business.” Tanner sighed. “Obviously, none of them had any idea when he would return.”

“I assume the property isn’t registered to Salvitore Sanchigo?” Kaden walked to his desk and opened a folder.

“No, the house is registered to a trust under the name of—”

“Carlo Coldero,” Kaden cut in.

Tanner’s head shot in his direction.

“How did you know?”

“I told you I found something that we could use to get to Sanchigo.” Handing Tanner the folder, he continued. “The Lloyd Gaming Group is also registered to the same trust. Rosa Coldero was married to Carlos Sanchigo. He was one of the cruelest mobsters in Sicily in the fifties. Between them, they had four children. Two sets of twins, all boys. Carlos was an extremely possessive man. A nemesis of his spread rumors of Rosa cheating on him. In a fury, he almost killed her, but in the process, because they were trying to protect their mother, he did kill three of their children.”

“How fucked up is that?” Keith said around a swirl of whiskey.

“Only one survived, Carlo, who was also the oldest,” Kaden continued. “As soon as she recovered from the injuries, she took her son and all the money Carlos had stashed and disappeared after securing witness protection for her and Carlo in exchange for supplying the authorities with information that would put him away. Carlos Sanchigo died in prison fifteen years later, killed in a fight.”

“So, Carlo Coldero is none other than Salvitore Sanchigo.”

“The one and only. His mother was a very clever woman. She invested the money she took from Carlos and was the first woman to own a casino in the U.S. Lloyd Gaming Group was Sanchigo’s inheritance, the legacy she left behind for her son. He was twenty-one years old and at college when she died.”

“She’d probably turn over in her grave to know her son ended up just like his father... and the kind of life she tried to save him from.” Tanner shook his head. “Fucked up his life after she gave up everything to pave the way for him to a better one.”

“Greed has no boundaries, my friend,” Slade said dryly.

“Thanks for this information, Kaden. This should aid us in finding the bastard.”

“Good luck with that. He has more aliases than ancestors, but every one of them in some way leads back to Carlo Coldero. Follow the trails, and you should find him.”

“Believe me, find him, I will. Come hell or high water.” Tanner stared through the tinted window into the Entertainment Room. “How much longer are you gonna make her wait?”

Kaden didn’t respond immediately. He was enraptured by the sight of Sage waiting for him in the center of one of the platforms against the wall of the large room. Since she had demanded an audience with him—her words—he had accommodated her... provided she did so in a submissive position. Knowing how much she hated to be in bondage and on display, the position she was in must be trying. That she subjected herself to it proved how important talking with him was.

Although he understood why she did what she did, it didn’t lessen the hurt that she didn’t trust him enough to tell him the truth. Worse, she had more trust in Tanner, who, at the time, she had believed to be a criminal. That had cut him to the quick.

There was no denying she still had an adverse effect on him. She looked hot and sexy in an emerald-green satin thong and a matching tight under-breast corset with a demi bra that barely covered her nipples. Over the distance, he could see the coral areolas peeping from the satin cups that cut into the rounded curves of her breasts, courtesy of the position she stood in.

“She needs to rediscover the thrill of trust... unconditional trust for her Daddy,” he said as he took a sip of his drink. “Reconnect with the submissive in her and why she committed to me in the first place.”

His eyes sought her out again. Her posture was relaxed, which surprised him, considering her position. Her legs were spread the width of her shoulders and kept in place with a steel spreader bar. The customary fuck me shoes she wore gave her legs added length. His mouth began to drool as his eyes trailed over their toned length, remembering the strength in them when she wrapped them around his waist. He deliberately shook off the memory. Eyes covered with a black blindfold, her wrists were tied together behind her back and hooked to a chain hanging from the rafters, which had been pulled up, forcing her upper body to lean forward as her arms were dragged higher and upward.

The position was uncomfortable, and since she was blindfolded, it forced her to quiet her mind and relax. He had chosen the stance deliberately and left her to contemplate in darkness and silence. When they eventually spoke, he needed to know it was the vulnerable submissive stating her case, not the cunning FBI agent with the ability to run circles around any man.

The movement was barely discernible, but his sharp eyes caught it. A slump of her shoulders, the slight dip of her proud chin, and a dejected twitch of her lips. Pivoting on his heel, he headed to the door.

“She’s ready.”

Kaden joined the small group of members standing in front of the platform. His eyes took inventory of Sage’s posture. He was well pleased as he took note of the proud tilt of her head. She wasn’t showing any physical signs of discomfort. The subs twittered excitedly as they noticed his presence. At the same time, he watched Sage’s spine stiffen. She knew he was there, watching silently, but she didn’t move, and soon, her body relaxed again.

Kaden had no doubt that by now, her arms must be killing her from the pressure of being pulled back so high. He jumped onto the platform with the lissomness of a jungle cat, soft and undetected—courtesy of his years in the military and keeping fit and agile over time. He circled her, watching every muscle twitch as he went. Her head tilted just an inch to indicate she felt his presence.

Her body glowed with sensuality in the dim lighting from the sconces on the walls. As always when he was in her presence, he stood helpless against the invisible pull of her allure. She exuded a carnal magnetism that threatened to break through his resolve to keep her at a distance. When it came to Sage, Kaden had never been able to disassociate his physical attraction from the emotional. Somehow, the one fed off the other. To see her in such a submissive position, waiting on him, tugged at his heartstrings.

Still refraining from touching her, he moved closer, allowing her to feel his presence in the heat of his body close behind hers. Her breathing hitched and released in quick little puffs. This close, he noticed the tremor of her upper arms. Cursing silently, he quickly released the chain pulley, slackening the chains. The intention wasn’t to cause her unnecessary discomfort or pain. She’d been waiting in this position for nearly an hour. Her muscles must be cramping excruciatingly by now.

Sage didn’t move, keeping her arms in the elevated position. His lips twitched with pleasure as he moved behind her again. His warmth permeated her skin as he brushed her hair back over her shoulder and traced her cheek. His hands moved over her shoulders to force her arms down.

“Straighten.”

Slowly, she did as he instructed. Her moan was low as he massaged her upper arms. Moving over each bicep, his fingers found every tight knot. He didn’t say a word, just listened to her delightful mewling as he loosened each knot with supple movements of his hands.

“Better?” His voice sounded gruff in her ear.

“Much better. Thank you, Daddy.”

Kaden’s lips twitched. He had loved his first wife, dearly. Apart from Sage, she was the only sub he had taken as a Daddy Dom. After all the years since her death, he acknowledged it had never filled him with such warmth and need to hear the word Daddy falling from her lips as it did now, right here at this moment... with Sage. He could sense her heartbeat and feel her searching his soul. It loosened the need of starting their future together. In fact, he was greedy and wanted it all. He was after her body, her heart, and her soul. He dragged in a calming breath and stepped back to compose himself.

Her mistrust of him had hurt. Badly. He wanted Sage, there was no doubt about that, but what he needed was a wife who trusted him implicitly. A future without that was a bleak one indeed. He shook off the dark thoughts. As a Daddy, his attention had to be on his babygirl, not swirling around in recriminations.

“You asked for an audience with me, sub.” He kept his voice low, only for her ears.

Her head tilted to the side.

“I did indeed... Daddy.” Her voice pitched higher when he remained standing quietly behind her.

“Am I?”

“Are you what?” Turning her head to the side, she waited, her bottom lip suffering the heavy bite of her pearly white teeth. She was clearly unsure of the outcome.

“Still your Daddy?”

“Always. You are my only Daddy. Before, now, and forever.”

“Hmm.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Of course, you are. The question is, what are you apologizing for?”

“Please remove the blindfold. I need to see you.”

“There’s a little problem with that. See, before I believed I was your Daddy because I had your trust and you had mine. We both know that has changed, so...”

“Just allow me to—”

“You seem to forget who holds the power within the walls of this establishment, sub. I believe a proper test of your submission is required. Do you agree?”

“Yes, Daddy, I agree.”

Kaden smiled at the quick and eager response. His Patty Cakes was so predictable and so cute when she wanted to please him. Perhaps he should soften his heart and remember she had due cause. Yes, trust in a Daddy/sub relationship was key to the success of their future, but the reality was she was in effect still waving through virgin territory as a submissive. What she needed was his understanding and guidance.

Which he would happily supply... with a bit of a sting.

“It’s a sacrilege to punish these beauties with this tight corset, wouldn’t you agree, my pet?” Again, his words warmed the side of her temple as he ran his fingers over the curve of her breasts just above the edge of the demi bra.

“I respectfully agree to disagree, Daddy. I can assure you they are very happy where they are.”

“Hmm ... but then, it’s not your decision what happens to them in here, now is it?” Kaden was delighted that her bratty and spunk hadn’t disintegrated under the pressure.
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Pressing her lips together, Sage adamantly refrained from answering.

Crack! Crack!

“Oww! Fucking shit,” she gasped as two stinging slaps on the upper curve of her breasts seared through her brain. She’d forgotten how hard the same hands that could be so gentle were when dishing out punishment.

“I don’t appreciate having to remind a sub of the simplest of rules. This is the last warning, so pay close attention. When I ask you a question, I expect an answer.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Her breathing increased as she felt warm lips trail soft kisses over her skin that still burned from the punishing slaps.

Kaden loved to fuck with a sub’s mind and keep her on her toes.

“Let’s have the answer, sub. Who decides what happens to these tits tonight?”

Sage forced her mind to concentrate on his words as he left soft, nibbling kisses on her chest and throat. She couldn’t see a thing through the blackness of the blindfold, but at the same time, the loss of sight sharpened her other senses. At the moment, the seductive slide of his warm lips over her skin awakened the nerve endings all over her body. Shivers coursed down her spine to settle in a heavy throb in her loins.

She was amazed to be aroused this easily under the dire position she found herself in but was defenseless as her loins turned into inflamed molten plasma, heating the shell of her core. A sharp nip on her neck reminded her he was waiting for an answer.

“You do, Daddy.”

“Yes, I do indeed.”

He yanked down the cups of the corset to bare her breasts, and she felt the briefest touch whisper over the tips. They immediately puckered into hard stones.

“I love how reactive your nipples are to my briefest touch,

“Ohh,” she sighed as he rolled the twin nubs between his fingers, alternating with soft pinches.

His softly uttered wayward compliment struck her mind blank. She’d forgotten how potent Kaden’s touch was. He wasn’t even trying to seduce her and already her loins were twisted into a tight knot. A shudder shook her frame while at the same time, she felt herself drowning in the surrealism of the moment. One that would become a crystallized memory to always look back on. With blood surging through her veins, she was submerged in the lust for him that flooded her mind, conjuring up his cock sliding into her pussy. Slow, easy, and rocking into her as he watched her, all the while—

His voice lowered. “I have no intention of pussyfooting around you, Patty Cakes. You know the rules. If you’re uncomfortable in a scene and need a timeout, what do you do?”

“Yellow.”

“And if you want me to stop?”

“Red.”

“Well, now look at that. You deserve a gold star.”

His fingers tugged on her nipples, then pinched them hard. She did her best to bite back the cry, but it still echoed in her ears. His voice rasped with satisfaction at her reaction.

“So... are you using one of those words?”

Sage exhaled slowly. Her mind was aswirl with arousal. Being in the dark assured that her entire focus was on him and what he did to her. She was helpless in the firestorm of arousal he was feeding so expertly. She knew he was testing her, waiting for her to cave in under his command and run away. Her shoulders straightened, and her chin tilted upward. There was no chance of that. She had fucked up. She was here to fix her mistake, and leaving with her tail between her legs wasn’t an option.

“No, Daddy.”

“Very well.” The words rumbled against her ear. “Better dig deep, Patty Cakes. You wanted an audience with me. You can have it, but first, I’m going to push every single button and take you to the edge of all the boundaries you’ve kept so tightly controlled.”

Sage was still computing the threat and nearly swallowed her tongue as his large hand covered her pussy from front to back.

“Every. Single. One.” He pressed his palm firmly on her clitoris. An erratic tremor coursed through her body as he sensually tantalized her pussy with hot fingers, slowly brushing up and down over the swollen nub.

The next moment, he was gone. She felt bereft as he took the warmth that had permeated from his body into hers with him. The sound of the chains rattling as he cranked the pulley, filled her ears. She protested with a soft moan as her arms were pulled back, forcing her into the same hunched over position with her ass pushed out... naked and her pussy visible for all to see.

It was a small consolation that she could hide behind the blindfold.

Thank the gods for small favors.

His soft footsteps alerted her to his return. His fingers brushing back her hair, soothing her earlier sense of loss.

“Let’s see how well you remember your lessons from the past, Babygirl. For the next thirty minutes, you will not climax. If you do, the test will start from the beginning and will continue until you give me thirty continued minutes without an orgasm. Do you understand my expectation?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she bit out through thin lips. No one had to tell her what was coming. Kaden was a master in conjuring up scenes where a sub’s resolve was tested, over and over. Instinct warned her that he intended to involve others in the scene.

Not knowing what to expect was the worst, especially as seconds turned to minutes and nothing happened.

The first touch was so soft, she thought she imagined it, but when another followed over the twin ass cheek, she knew it had begun. The same taunting caress trailed over her arms, her shoulders, and finally over the upper curve of her breast.

A satin sash. Good Lord, someone is teasing me with a sash!

She was hard pressed not to laugh with relief. Sensation play was something she loved and could revel in the arousing effect for hours. Maybe Kaden had forgotten that about her.

Far be it for me to remind him of that. I’ll just relax and enjoy the next thirty minutes.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

“Oww! Shit,” she cried out in surprise at the stinging strikes on her ass. She should’ve known better. Kaden had the memory of an elephant. Her hands curled into fists as the soft brush of a hand over her nipples warned her what was coming.

Contrast. He was going to destroy her ability to keep her mind in control with conflicting sensations. It didn’t take long for her body to jerk and thrash with the conflicting actions, arousing with hands and lips, then spiking with flogging and spanking her ass, breasts, and labia.

“Nooo,” she gasped as two mouths latched simultaneously onto her nipples and sucked on her tits.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

“Oh, fuck no!” Sage thrashed as the leather strips seared with a painful sting between her legs, increasing the tight coil in her loins the sucking mouths were successful in achieving. She might have been able to resist if they kept the contrast separate but combining arousal with pain... she knew she’d lost the battle. They were relentless as stingy lashes rained on her labia with precise accuracy. She whimpered as blood charged through her veins to pound into the swollen nub. She jerked and twitched as the veins in her neck pulsated.

The next strokes were timed perfectly at the same time the two Doms bit her nipples and shook their heads. The edges of the flogger connected with her clit over and over. Her scream echoed to the rafters as the coil inside her snapped as the world shattered around her. Her back arched as waves of tantric pleasure threatened to drown her.

“I guess that means we’re starting again.”

Kaden’s deep voice floated toward her as if from afar. Hands immediately settled on her ass, squeezing hard, drawing a painful mewl from her.

“Yellow,” she gasped, still battling to find her breath.

Kaden was by her side in an instant. His fingers gently traced her quivering lips.

“I’m here, Patty Cakes. Talk to me.”

“Time, please. I can’t... breathe.”

He didn’t respond but continued to draw calming circles on her back, then stepped back.

“Your respite is over.” He pressed his face close to hers. “This time, it would please me if you refrained from disobeying my order again.” His lips nibbled on an earlobe. “I know you can do it, Patty Cakes.”

The heat of his lips sent a twisted spasm down her back. The unrivaled sense of self-assurance and raw sexuality that exuded from his massive presence unsettled her. She dragged in a quivering breath. He had the ability to arouse her with no more than a whispered word, a gentle caress, and the heavy throb that settled in her loins was testimony to that.

“I won’t climax again, Daddy.”

“Good girl.”

Then he was gone, and the torture commenced. Only this time, it was more focused, more intense, aimed at pushing her to the limit with relentless control of each touch, strike, and suck.

Sage desperately floundered in her mind to find a point of focus. Something that would keep her mind occupied and give her the strength to hold back the orgasm already thrilling deep inside her core. She found it in the chambers of her mind, filled with the cases she was working on. With meticulous attention, as she always portrayed in every aspect of her career, she began to filter through the case points. Soon, her mind became disassociated from her body. Her hands relaxed, and her body leaned into each strike and caress.

“Come for me, Babygirl.”

The instruction filtered through her mind, triggering the immediate response from her body. Tremor after tremor shook her as climax after climax rippled through her.

Kaden watched her shuddering until her body turned limp, then he hit the pulley to release the chain. This time, she couldn’t keep her pose and her arms relaxed behind her back as her knees visibly buckled. Her breathing was erratic, and her body was wracked with shudders.

“You did very well, Patty Cakes. I’m glad to see all the training didn’t go to waste. At least it’s one thing Master T will appreciate as your Daddy.”

Sage’s head snapped around. Her eyes as wide as saucers as she stared at him in utter disbelief.

“Tanner? But you’re my Daddy. I just told you that! I thought he explained... that you know why I left, and...”

“All I know is that you didn’t trust me, Sage. That is the foundation of what our relationship was built on. Now, after everything that happened, you still haven’t said a word except you’re sorry and expect me to go on as before. I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.”

“Kaden, please. I made a mistake, but I was so scared. I love you, with all my heart, and nothing—”

“Trust is a two-way street. You should know better than anyone that once that thin thread is broken, it’s a long, hard road to fix it. Words sound nice, and it’s something we all love to hear, but to me, actions speak louder than words.” He held up his hand when she opened her mouth to talk.

“No, I want you to listen because once you make a decision, there will be no going back. Not again... not this time. The choice is yours whether you come home to me. I’m not going to ask you to. It’s your decision what or who you want. If it’s Tanner you prefer, I wish you happiness. If it’s me, know that I love you more than I ever thought I’d ever be able to again. I’ll be there, waiting. One warning, Sage. If you do decide to come back, make sure it’s truly what you want.” He smiled dully. “Everyone deserves a second chance in life.”

Sage’s heart bled at the depth of hurt that seared through her at the thought she might not get through to him. The unsaid in his words was clear. She might deserve a second chance, but there wouldn’t be a third pass for her.

“I never slept or had sex with Tanner, Daddy. I swear.”

“I know, Babygirl.”

“At first, there was a sexual attraction, but then he kissed me, and I realized... you are the only man for me.” Stepping closer, she placed her hands against his chest. “I know I hurt you and that I broke your trust in me, but I will make you believe in me again... in us. I have to because without you... there is no love in my life and no future filled with happiness.”

“A feeling I reciprocate, but as I said, the proof is in the pudding.” He turned, his words chasing after him as he walked off. “The ball is in your court, Sage.”

She gaped after him, horrified that he left her hanging in the chains. Even though he said he loved her, he walked away.

“He left,” she whimpered as she stared at the spot where he had disappeared. “He just walked away and left me!” The chains rattled as she yanked on it. “Get me out of here!” Hysteria was rapidly swamping her mind.

A warm hand curled around her shoulder, instantly calming her.

“Easy, little one. All is not lost. Remember what he said.” Brushing the sweaty tendrils of hair from her brow, he placed a gentle kiss on her temple. “The ball is in your court. He invited you home, but he needs you to consider everything he said without the added intensity of lust searing through your veins.”

“I don’t need to think about it. I love him. He’s my Daddy, and I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

“Good girl. Now, all you need is to convince him of that. He’s a hard man, Sage. Rebuilding his trust isn’t going to be an easy road.”

“I know but I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure he knows I won’t falter again.”

Tanner released the chains, then with gentle hands, he picked her up, which she was eternally grateful for since her legs were still as limp as noodles.

“Will you please take me to him?”

“Tomorrow.”

“No, now. To his office. I need to talk with him now.”

“He already left, Sage.” He smiled at her as he carried her to his car. “Listen to my advice, little one. I know Kaden as well as I do myself. Give yourself time to get out of the sub high. Show him the decision you made is done with an open and clear mind. Believe me when I say, tomorrow is better.”

“Very well. Tomorrow.”
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The next morning, Triple K Farm...

To Kaden, riding in the early morning was the epitome of tree and birdsong together in one sensory palette. Galloping with his favorite stallion across the countryside, peeking up from her green quilts into the springtime blue-white heavens, coaxed his inner energy to flow in ways that weaved his soul into the land. It was a time of day he treasured, where his mind calmed as he became as a gentle wind flowing through the forest. After the intensity of the scene with Sage last night and the resultant emotions that ran rampant inside him, he needed the medicinal effect only nature could offer.

Walking away at her heightened state had been a calculated risk. One he could only pray wouldn’t backfire.

Arriving home an hour later, he opted for a refreshing shower before starting the day. Shirtless and barefoot, he zipped up his jeans as he walked into his bedroom... only to shock to a standstill at the sight that met his eyes.

Sage sat in front of the French sliding doors in the Nadu position. Her head was lowered, and her eyes were closed. A peaceful expression with her body glowing with sensuality in the sunlight pouring through the glass panes stole the next breath he attempted to take. A diaphanous, lilac chiffon cape was draped over her shoulders, giving her body a marble-like radiance.

She was breathtakingly beautiful.

He didn’t move and stood staring at her.

She had come home. His love. His sub. Soon to be his wife.

“You came home.”

Slowly opening her eyes, she looked at him, a beatific smile curving her lips. If love could shine, it did at that moment from every fiber in her body. For the first time, he felt himself waver under the powerful emotions of love that threatened to engulf him.

“I came home.” Tears slowly rolled over her cheeks as she looked at him. “I’m not going to apologize or explain. All I can do is offer you my unconditional love and trust. I promise I will never waver again, Daddy.”

She spread her arms wide, opening her nakedness to his gaze.

“This is me, naked and bare, wearing my feelings on my sleeve. Love for you and you alone.” Opening her hand, she raised her arm.

Kaden’s heart skipped a beat at the black and gold onyx ring he had admired at a fair they had attended.

“I offer you this ring, my love, as a token of my commitment to you, from this moment forth, until the day we get married. That day is the day all my dreams will come true. Us together on our road to our happily ever after.” She went to her knees and caught his hand, slowly pushing the ring on his finger.

“With this ring, I thee wed as my Daddy... my Black Ops Daddy. To love, trust, honor, and care for all the days of my life.” She smiled sweetly. “Will you, Daddy?”

“Will I what?”

“Marry me.”

Kaden went to his knees in front of her. With his hands circling her throat, he leaned in to kiss her. A gentle kiss that carried with it a love so profound, the air sizzled around them.

“Yes, Patty Cakes. I will marry you.”

The End.
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Excerpt: Hunter
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CHAPTER ONE

CASTLE SIN, PREQUEL

Club Sensations, Seattle, WA...
Hunter

“It seems we have a full house tonight.” Hunter Sutton stood at the balustrade of the mezzanine level, which overlooked the revolving round platform, aka the pit. The stadium-like seats surrounding the area were packed with eager members awaiting the parade to begin.

“Yeah, as is usual on sub trainee selection nights. The Doms love fresh blood and seeing as it’s been longer than normal since we started a new term, they’re hungry.” Reece Jackson, aka Master Scrooge, the Training Master, leaned his elbows on the balustrade next to Hunter.

The atmosphere at Club Sensations was eclectic. This usually occurred when a new group of eager trainees applied as potential candidates for entry into the training academy.

“I’m looking forward to some interesting pairings tonight. We have a strange variety of applicants to select from.” Hunter sipped the smooth single malt whiskey he was nursing as he studied the potential trainees milling around on the platform in the pit. This was the pre-parade informal show-off of the trainees to the crowd. A tease... a little taste to warm up the bidding, which happened if there was more than one Dom interested in a sub. The proceeds of such informal bidding were added to the academy funds.

He wasn’t naive. The prospect of receiving the coveted sponsorship he offered for full submissive training at the recently opened Castle Sin was the actual enticement and why they received thousands of applications every year. Not that it bothered him. At least the Sensations Training Academy gained trainees who truly wished to learn the path to unlock their true submissive. That was the only reason he opened training academies across the States wherever there was a Club Sensations—to teach proper skills and skim those who were only after some excitement.

The training they offered varied from BDSM 101 to Advanced BDSM 102. For experienced subs who couldn’t afford Castle Sin’s admission fees but wished their boundaries to be pushed further to develop well-homed submissive skills, they had the opportunity to enroll in the BDSM Gold package.

Tonight, the applicants varied more than usual. Some were newbies to the lifestyle, others had limited knowledge, and the largest group was experienced but wanted to advance further. Those weren’t the trainees Hunter concentrated on. He preferred the ones who needed proper guidance and coaching to unleash their true desires, which most of them didn’t even know they had hidden deep inside them. Numerous applicants in the past could only describe their desire for training as a need to discover what was driving them to be different. There were those who believed it was a sin to crave sexual domination and didn’t understand the true concept of power exchange.

That was where his, aka Master Crow’s, strengths were. The Dom who tormented newbies into submission until the walls that had been keeping their true selves contained crumbled around them, allowing the natural sub to bloom and excel.

“I don’t recall an applicant with red hair.” Hunter’s sharp gaze homed in on the lithe shape of a woman below. “Who is that tall woman trolling on the same spot while attempting to look like she’s more confident than she is?” He had studied every applicant’s folder to the minutest detail. This woman wasn’t among the batch he had approved for tonight’s parade.

Reece checked the list on the tablet he always carried with him. Since he took the trainees’ well-being seriously, he needed to have all their statistics on hand, should anything untoward occur.

“Her name is Lillian Pringle. Her application was submitted late but was properly evaluated. All the background checks were done and verified.” Reece looked at Hunter. “If you didn’t approve her as a candidate for the parade, how the hell did she end up on my list?”

“How the hell, indeed.” Hunter handed his empty glass to a passing waiter. His gaze returned to the redhead. “Even if she changed her hair color, I would’ve recognized her face since she’s sinfully beautiful and sexy. Her name is different, not something you hear every day, so it would’ve stuck as well. Something shady is going on, Reece, and I want to know what. Prepare the trainees now. Get the show started. Don’t wait for me. I’m going to talk with Meredith.”

Meredith Right was their IT specialist, responsible for all background checks and keeping their members’ information safe and secure. Confidentiality in this business was key.

“Do you think we’ve been hacked?”

“I’ll be severely pissed if we were, especially since neither Meredith nor one of her team picked up on it.” Hunter nodded at Reece descending the stairs to the pit while he ascended to the top floor, where the offices were.

“Strange to see you here on parade night, Boss,” Meredith chirped as he walked into the buzzing operations room. It was the reporting center, where every nook and cranny of the club’s CCTV footage was filtered. Teams watched every scene to ensure no one defied the rules or protocols of the club. If the club safeword was used in any location during a scene, the technology was of such advanced nature, the club monitors were immediately alerted via a location alert sent to their iWatches.

“We might have a potential leak, Meredith.”

She immediately picked up on the seriousness of the matter.

“Fucking hell we do,” she muttered and stomped toward her office, where she immediately began running system checks. “We do security protocols three times a day, once before we open the doors of the club, once after we close, and I do one every morning when I scan the business network.”

“Run a deep sweep. Someone slipped in a trainee who I didn’t approve. I want to know how her name was added to the list without me seeing her application.”

“Name?”

“The name is irrelevant, Meredith. That’s what I want you to check. You have the original list of those I approved. Find the anomaly that doesn’t belong and who slipped her in. I want to know even the smallest details you find that stand out. Instinct tells me the name we have might be an alias.”

“Are you saying someone is attempting to sabotage your business by penetrating the club as a trainee? Corporate sabotage?”

“It’s one possibility. Find me when you have something.”

“If anyone as much as scratched at our back door, I’ll find the motherfucker.”

“Good. I’ll be in the pit.”

“You’ll be in the pit?” Meredith’s head snapped up so fast, a faint crack sounded through the room. “Since when do you enter the pit on parade nights? You usually monitor and evaluate from the balcony.”

“True, but tonight I’ll be keeping a close eye on a certain redhead... a very close eye.”
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Lilith

“Please line up, ladies. The parade is about to begin. At this time, under no circumstances are you allowed to initiate any kind of negotiation. You will be approached by interested Doms. Of course, as is the case under normal circumstances, it’s your choice to accept or decline as many offers as you wish. Just know this. Once the offers dry up, that’s it for you. You will not have a play partner for the night, nor will you be assessed as a suitable candidate.”

“Will Master Crow choose a play partner from one of us?”

The gaze of Master Scrooge, named thusly due to his strictness and the penance to scowl during training, cut to the tall blonde who had asked the question.

“Please pay attention, Miss. This isn’t your normal meet and greet session. You are here because you applied to be considered for one of the available spots at our training academy here in Seattle. Those who make the cut will meet Master Crow later this evening.” He tossed a nod toward the entrance, from where loud chattering floated to them. “When the music starts, you will circle the pit in single file. For the purpose of this exercise, you will be evaluated for your restraint, your form, and most importantly, how you present yourself as a submissive while being inspected by a Dom. Fail this, and I’m afraid it’ll be the end of your journey.”

Lilith Prince—aka Lillian Pringle, as her application stipulated—shifted her weight from one leg to the other. She had done a good job maintaining a low profile. As a natural introvert, parading in front of a crowd wearing a skimpy mini skirt was the most daring and challenging thing she had ever done.

“He truly is a real Scrooge, isn’t he?” the tall blonde said under her breath as she suddenly appeared next to Lilith. “Hi, I’m Delia Lovett. Is this your first time applying?”

“I’m Lilith—” Lilith coughed to hide her faux pas. Less than thirty minutes in and she almost blew her cover! “Sorry, something in my throat. I’m Lillian Pringle, and yes, it’s my first time. To be honest, I didn’t realize you’re allowed to apply again once you failed.” She looked around. In total, there were twenty female and five male submissives vying for one of the ten available spots at the academy.

“If you make the pre-selection process right up to the end, but lose out because of the limited spots, you may apply again.”

“And you? Is this your first time?”

“Second. The first time, I made it right up to the final selection. Sadly, it came down to a choice between me and a male sub, which is one of Master Crow’s eighty-twenty golden rules in relation to male versus female subs. This time, I will make the cut. I can feel it in my bones.” Her eyes glimmered as she tossed back her hair. “But this is only a steppingstone. I’m after the big prize.”

“The big prize?”

“Yes! Don’t tell me you don’t know about it? That’s one of the main reasons experienced subs apply at this academy. It’s the gateway to get in at Castle Sin Training Academy. It’s the only academy that offers on-site training with accommodations over the entire period. Every aspect of becoming the perfect submissive is covered in ten months.”

“Ten months! Good Lord, what more is there to learn than what Club Sensations BDSM 101 and advanced courses don’t offer?”

“Oh, little innocent, there’s so much more to becoming the perfectly trained and experienced sub that Doms have a preference for.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Lilith muttered quietly.

“After graduating,” Delia continued, unperturbed, “some subs are offered permanent positions as club subs and slaves at the Castle dungeons. Best of all, it’s on a remote island somewhere in Key West. No one knows where, so if you need to go incognito for a while, that’s the perfect hiding place.”

“I suppose it also comes with a hefty price tag.” The excitement Lilith experienced in finding the perfect hiding place, if only for a couple of months away from her demanding brother and their business partner, aka, her ex-fiancé, dimmed as quickly as it popped up inside her.

Money was a major concern for her. Yes, she was CFO of a very lucrative company, but during COVID years, things weren’t going well. Most of her and her brother’s, Gustav, savings went into maintaining their staff and keeping the company running. Both docked their own salaries for almost a year, which completely cleared out her savings. Building everything back to where it was took time. Her savings account was going to take much longer before she would be comfortable splurging without turning around every penny. It was going to be scraping the bottom of the barrel, so to speak, to afford the two basic sub training courses that Club Sensations were offering, should she be selected. Luckily, her brother had paid the enrollment fee to participate in the parade, but since her being here achieved the outcome they were after, he wouldn’t cover the rest.

So, Castle Sin wasn’t an option for her... even if she was desperate to get away from Rocco Butler, her brother’s best friend, ex-fiancé, and COO of DevelopMate—the reason she was here in the first place.

Neither is hiding, little missy. You cannot escape from reality. That asshole deserved to be dumped. It’s time you accept it and embrace life. Allowing him to force you into this hairbrained—

This is neither the time nor the place. Just keep quiet!

Lilith wasn’t in the mood for self-recrimination. Definitely not tonight and not here... the last place on Earth she wanted to be.

“That’s why everyone is so keen to be selected here. Master Crow sponsors one of the graduates of their training academy to attend at Castle Sin every year. Best of all, he selects the top five candidates, who then also have a chance to be selected by the Castle Sin Master Dom. The CS Academy sponsors the best one and the remaining successful ones are offered the training at a fifty percent discounted rate.”

“Now I understand why the pre-evaluation tests were so difficult.”

“What I love about Club Sensations is that they have different entry levels of experience. Even someone completely virgin to the BDSM lifestyle can apply. Of course, the training is more stringent for them since Master Crow needs to be assured that becoming a submissive is what the applicant truly desires.”

“Do you ladies have something you wish to share with the rest of us, or shall we inconvenience the crowd a little longer so you can finish your little chitchat session?” Master Scrooge’s brittle smile belied the friendliness of his tone.

“We apologize, Master Scrooge,” Lilith said as she plucked nervously at her fingers under his icy stare.

He acknowledged her apology with a dismissive nod and looked around the room.

“Those of you who are selected and agree to a scene will be evaluated throughout the course of the night. Note that we’re not evaluating your looks. We’re interested in your level of natural submission and whether you’re a fit for our training academy.”

“What is the delay, Master Scrooge? The participants should’ve been in the pit five minutes ago.”

Lilith was startled by the deep voice behind her, reminiscent of a good background, yet dark, measured, authoritative, and with flawless pronunciation. A chill chased down her spine as the echo of his voice wrapped her in a cocoon of powerful domination.

Bombarded by the weirdest sensations, her senses reeled. The desire to look back over her shoulder grew exponentially. Instinct kept her gaze glued to Master Scrooge, but she couldn’t shake the shivers wracking her body. If the phantom was a real phenomenon, this was what his presence would feel like. Searing heat infiltrated her from every direction, causing a flash of gooseflesh to race over her skin. A warm breath tickled her ear, triggering the vellus hair at her nape to stand on edge as desire burned a hot spot in her belly. That he stood so close unsettled Lilith even further. The way Delia’s mouth gaped as she looked back was proof that she wasn’t the only one affected by the power of the man standing way too close for comfort.

Lilith treasured her personal space but suppressed the desire to take a step forward. Perhaps this, too, was part of her evaluation.

“We’re ready to start the parade, Master Crow,” Master Scrooge’s response had a tinge of mirth, which made Lilith wonder if this was part of the build up to the parade.

The briefest touch brushed over Lilith’s back as Master Crow moved past her. Butterflies formed in her stomach at the tingling sensation on her skin, their wings fluttering inside the most intimate parts of her body. This man must be potent in full seduction mode if this was how a graze of his fingers affected her. Her legs shifted as her pussy throbbed in response to the teasing touch—all without her laying eyes on her tormentor.

She sucked in her breath as he stopped next to Master Scrooge and faced them. Tall with solid muscle, he had an edge that was rugged, raw, and rough.

Holy cow! I thought men like him only existed in fashion magazines. Oh, my... he’s the perfect age too. A gorgeous salt-and-pepper half-silver fox for a horny mid-thirty-year-old woman.

Good Lord, where did that come from? I’m not here to find a man.

Pfft, that doesn’t mean you can’t have some fun. Besides, maybe a good hard fuck is just what you need to mend your still fragile heart and unfreeze your libido.

I think this conversation is over.

Pfft.

Lilith ignored the voice of her psyche. Sometimes the little devil was too forward and demanding.

She found it difficult to discount how shaken she was to have had such an immediate reaction to a stranger. A gorgeous, sexy one, but still, she wasn’t the kind of woman to be easily impressed. Glancing sideways, she checked to see if the quick, choppy breaths singing through her ears came from Delia, only to realize she was the one having difficulty breathing properly.

“He throws quite the punch the first time you see him, doesn’t he?” Delia laughed at Lilith’s expression.

“He sure does,” Lilith said with a grimace, forcing a deep breath into her lungs in an attempt to calm her mind before she ran astray in a maze of complete insanity and lost all sense of reality. She wasn’t here to find love. Besides, she was still relatively a newbie, so a Dominant like Master Crow was way out of her league.

The stubble covering his square jaw was so inviting, she clenched her fingers to curb the desire to return his earlier caress with one of her own. The flick of her tongue over her suddenly dry lips turned them into a glistening invitation in the overhead lights. She was captivated by the sexy dimple in the center of his chin that even the stubble couldn’t hide.

With the flair of royalty, he was suave and debonair, with a straight Roman-shaped nose over full, inviting lips that snagged and held her gaze. His dark hair, which had a splatter of silver on the side, seemed as unruly as it was neat—a perfect enhancement to his tanned skin. Chiseled in shape by a master craftsman, his face was extraordinary. Lilith licked her lips as her eyes drifted over his body. Molded in the form of masculine perfection, she felt the energy radiating from his ripped frame.

“Holy fuck, Lillian, that man makes every dormant egg inside me quiver. Just look at those muscles,” Delia cooed.

If that was what was happening inside her own loins, then Lilith was in total agreement. He was dressed all in black. Contrary to most of the other Doms she had seen upon arrival, who were dressed in leathers or jeans, he wore a suit. It fit his broad shoulders as if it was cut specifically to enhance his body. The black silk shirt molded to his chest, emphasizing rather than hiding the rippling muscles underneath.

In one word, he was breathtaking—all six feet something of him. A strange word to describe a man, but she couldn’t think of anything else that would do justice to what she was experiencing from just looking at him.

“As Master Scrooge explained, the moment you step into the pit, your evaluation starts,” Master Crow’s deep voice resonated inside her, forcing her to pay attention. “Here’s a tip. Be yourself. Pretense and putting up a show to draw attention will be noticed. Some of the Doms will be attracted to such bratty behavior but as a candidate for the training academy... well, need I say more?”

For the briefest of moments, his gaze snagged Lilith’s. Over the distance, his eyes shone like glowing silver globes. For her, in that short period, his silvery gaze slashed through all her defenses and penetrated her troubled soul, unraveling the deepest and darkest desires she kept hidden from the world.

A low and pleasant hum warmed her blood until the evil grin on his lips doused the rising heat. A scarlet flush colored her pale complexion as she walked past him, aware of his brooding gaze following her into the pit.
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“Isn’t it a universal truth that it’s our singular experiences and passion, for whatever thing or things, which molds us all into the individuals we become? Whether it's hidden in the depths of our soul or exposed for all to see?”

Linzi Basset is a South African born animal rights supporter with a poet’s heart, and she is also a bestselling fiction writer of suspense-filled romance erotica books; who as the latter, refuses to be bound to any one sub-genre. She prefers instead to stretch herself as a storyteller which has resulted in her researching and writing historical and even paranormal themed works. 

Her initial offering: Club Alpha Cove, a BDSM club suspense series released back in 2015, and catapulted her into International Bestseller status. Labelling her as prolific is a gross understatement as just a few short years later she has now been published over a hundred times; a total which includes the other published works of her alter ego: Isabel James who co-authors and alternative penname, Kimila Taylor.

“I write from the inside out. My stories are both inside me and a part of me, so it can be either pleasurable to release them or painful to carve them out. I live every moment of every story I write. So, if you're looking for spicy and suspenseful, I'm your girl ... woman ... writer ... you know what I mean!"

Linzi believes that by telling stories in her own voice, she can better share with her readers the essence of her being: her passionate nature; her motivations; and her wildest fantasies. She feels every touch as she writes, every kiss, every harsh word uttered, and this to her is the key to a never-ending love of writing. 

Ultimately, all books by Linzi Basset are about passion. To her, passion is the driving force of all emotion; whether it be lust, desire, hate, trust, or love. This is the underlying message contained in her books. Her advice: “Believe in the passions driving your desires; live them; enjoy them; and allow them to bring you happiness.”

Find out more here: https://www.linzibassetauthor.com/
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If you’d like to look me up, please follow any of these links.

While you’re enjoying some of my articles, interviews, and poems on my website, why not subscribe to my Newsletter and be the first to know about new releases and win free books? You will also receive a free eBook copy of The Interview and The Poet’s Lover. 

Go to my website, www.linzibassetauthor.com, and while you’re there, subscribe to her newsletter:

https://www.linzibassetauthor.com/subscribe

Find all my social links and follow me here:

https://linktr.ee/LinziBasset
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Don’t forget to join my fan group, Linzi’s Reading Nook, for loads of fun! 

Don't be shy, pay me a visit, anytime!
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