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Description: New town. New Job. One new friend who didn’t know
her name or address. Would anyone ever notice that a madman took
her?

Mallory Sasse was lonely and needed a change. She left her
hometown to find a new future and maybe a new lover. Determined
to make this change successful, she leased a great townhouse and
started her new job as the lead pharmacist, then looked for some fun.
At a meet and greet in a nearby town, she met him.

He was fit, authoritative, with a gentle smile and greying at his
temples. Monroe took her breath away. Her attraction grew over the
weeks, fast approaching that relationship commitment line. The day
she would take that ultimate step, Mallory found herself in the grip of
a madman and all hope for a future seemed lost. But after seeing a
dying woman in the cellar with her and realizing her destiny if she
quit, survival became Mallory’s only option.

Monroe Merton was missing something in his life. Retired Army.
Great job. Staring at 45 with no prospects of love ahead. He had
been okay with that, but as he watched his friends find love, he
wondered. Then he met Mallory. After several meet ups in a group,
and hours of phone conversations, Monroe knew he was falling hard
for her. When Mallory was as ready as he was to take the next step,
he asked her on a date. Alone. Hopefully, alone. Mallory sounded
excited the night before, but when the time came, she never showed.
The woman ghosted him. She didn’t even answer his calls. She had
disappeared.

Just when Monroe knew Mallory was in trouble and he was on her
trail, the police call. “Monroe Merton?”

Total Pages (Source): 70



Page 1

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 3:40 am

Chapter 1

Mallory smiled to herself as she plugged in her cell phone. She had met the most
amazing man who got her as a person. Someone who didn't think her tendency to try
new things that some would call kinky was odd. He liked them too. Monroe was kind,
sincere, and funny in a dry, droll sort of way and wasn't that nice? He didn't expect
her to see things like him, or laugh at his attempts to be funny, or try to lower her
self-esteem because she intimidated him.

Men were strange creatures, often mightily threatened by her professional status and
education once they saw those letters, Ph.D., after her name. Once she explained their
meaning, that is. Sure, plenty of men had good jobs that paid more than hers, but it
made her a bitch or cold when a woman did. Mallory had experienced her share of
men who tried to overcompensate or present themselves as the type of man they
thought a professional, like her, would want. None hit the mark until Monroe Merton.
He was the real dedl.

And, according to him, he definitely lived the dominant lifestyle when he had a
submissive.

Monroe took a breath and admitted, "I haven't had a submissive in a good while."
"Oh, why isthat?"
Mallory watched him as he rolled his shoulders in his soft cable-knit sweater in a

warm cream color over black cargo pants. He seemed very comfortable, and she
could imagine him with a pipe in his mouth in the evenings. The ambiance was there,



but he probably didn't smoke because he seemed very hedthy. His muscular bulk
stretched the sweater in delicious ways. His hair was close-cut like the military, and
his graying beard and mustache were immaculate. What would it be like to be his
submissive? His girlfriend? His wife?

"Honestly? | was too busy with work and having a good time being single, so topping
a beautiful, willing woman was al | had time or desire for until recently."

"What changed?’

"Me. | saw three of my closest buddies find women to settle down with, and they're
happy.” He shrugged as he turned to look into Mallory's eyes. "I want more than a
simple bottom or a Dom/sub relationship now. I'm ready to find the woman | connect
with and who isinterested in pursuing what could be a permanent relationship.”

"l see." She had come for that exact reason, but hearing it vocalized was kinda scary
and yet exciting.

"I'm ready to settle down and get a couple of kids before I'm too old to raise them."

He offered her a seat and sat beside her. Close, so close his hard thighs pushed
against her too soft ones. She should get in a bit of exercise more often. She could
listen to his deep, velvety voice al night. Monroe said he didn't see the
dominant/submissive players with a capital "D" little"s" demeaning kind of way, but
an empowering, "you are important to me" kind of way.

Monroe had proven to be a good person to explore with. He'd asked if she minded
him sticking close to help her understand what she was seeing and hearing. She must
have seemed relieved because he slid his hand to the small of her back and took on
the job.



They continued to talk for a while longer before Monroe offered to top her or, more
accurately, to play out a brief scene. Mallory hesitated. She had enjoyed the leisurely
atmosphere of the munch, but do a scene with him? Even a short one might be out of
her comfort zone. As though he understood her reticence, Monroe began talking
about what he was looking for in a partner.

"| used to think that | would end up with awild woman who was tame during the day
and untamable at night, but I've since come to learn that a woman with a good head
on her shoulders that isn't too risky but could take a chance with me by her sideisthe
way to go."

Wise man. He was giving her away out if she wanted it, but if she was game, he was
also saying he thought she might be someone he could explore the forever factor
with. He had been clear that was all he was looking for. Bold actions for a man who
hadn't been ready until recently. Mallory decided Monroe was a man who didn't jump
quickly, but he was al in when he did.

With her heart beating faster, her chest growing heavy with anticipation, Mallory
nodded.

"I need to hear you, sweetheart, because | don't want to misinterpret. Besides, until |
know you, | want to hear your words, and your sexy, throaty voice gets huskier when
you' re aroused.”

"How did you know?"

He raised his brow and smiled. He was paying attention. "Is that a yes to the scene,
Mallory?'

"Yes, please." Her face grew hotter, and her lady parts grew dlicker. That telltale
tingle and release told her she had grown very slippery.



She'd practically forced herself to go to the first munch or gathering several months
ago, had started her on her own journey of exploration, and it was an eye-opening
experience. Whatever finally pushed her to try this place tonight appeared to be
fortuitous.

Typicaly, in her experience, munches didn’t have more than a brief sample scene,
but many didn’t even have that. They were for meeting people. They held this
meeting in a recently closed bank with offices, so the setup was good. Monroe closed
the door after a brief conversation about triggers and a couple of play elements that
would be unacceptable for her.

Monroe was not overbearing, and his manner didn't change once they were alone,
which Mallory had experienced with others. He worked calmly, with confidence and
authority, smoothing her frazzled nerves with his magic fingers kneading her tight
muscles in her neck. "Mm, that feels so nice, but usually my top wants more from me
than moans of appreciation,” Mallory said as she kept her eyes closed to continue
enjoying his large, warm hands.

"They missed out on learning what you like firsthand. Submissives sometimes think
they know what they enjoy and are often right, but they limit themselves to the
familiar. | don't want to miss anything. | can tell when you tense, like right now, that
either me playing with your breasts is physically uncomfortable or just new so
because | know you've had your breast played with before. Which is it? Painful or
uneasy because we are new? This way, | learn by doing so yes, once | know you, I'll
want more, but for now, allow me to explore."

“Actualy, I’'mworried I’'ll like it too much and...,” Mallory shrugged.

“And we won't continue after tonight? Oh, sweetheart, | doubt that would happen. So
take achance. I’m sure neither of uswill regret it.”



“Okay, I'll try, Sir.”

“Good girl. We'll play for no longer than thirty minutes thisfirst time. That way, you
can know if we do well together or if you aren’t interested in going further next
time.”
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“Yes, sir.”
“Good, now strip.”

Monroe stood back with his arms crossed, his legs braced wide in what she had
always thought of as the Genie's Stance. Mallory removed each item of clothing with
deliberate actions. Once naked, he led her to alove seat in the room. Monroe kissed
her gently, interspersing his easy touches with more daring ones slipping along her
thighs. When he touched her belly, Mallory tried to suck it in, and he slapped her
inner thigh. She hissed and reached to rub it.

“No, naughty girl. No soothing the sting, that’smy job if | think you have earned it.”
“Sorry, sir,” she whispered.

“That’s my sweet girl.” He reached down to rub the sting away. “I don’t want the
Mallory you try to hide behind. | want the real you. | like softness in my women. If
being soft bothers you, I’'m happy to teach you what to do to strengthen your core
muscles, but men should feel hard, be hard. Don’t misunderstand me and pull out
your feminist card. It’s fine for a woman to be the same muscularly hard if she wants
to be, but if she's okay with being soft, men love that.llove that.”

His hand lowered to her muff, and when she stiffened involuntarily, wondering if she
had sweated or if her hygiene was up to the standard expected, she felt another sharp

slap on her thigh.

“Tsk, tsk. | know when you're worried about something. Y our body tells on you.



Mallory, sweetheart, you are gorgeous. Your legs are shapely, your lips are kissable,
your skin and hair are soft and fragrant, and you fit perfectly against me. | like a
woman that | can hold, a woman that is so luscious she’'s exatic. That's you. And then
there is your mind. You're not some follow the leader kind of girl. You think for
yourself, and that is damn sexy. So, whatever you' re worried or overthinking about,

stop.

“Yes, sir.” Mallory tried, but she couldn’t stop nibbling her lip which he gently
disengaged from her teeth.

“We'll figure it out. | think we have just enough time to ensure you're relaxed when
you go home.” He patted his thigh. “Over you go.”

Mallory smiled and nodded, then crawled over his lap. Mallory loved a spanking. It
was the go-to activity that the Tops who knew her had gone to when they wanted to
make her feel good. For Mallory, bondage and spanking were sure things.

Monroe peppered her bottom with ever-increasing swats covering the whole of her
backside, kissing her here and there and interspersing that play with fingering that
swept into her channel and teased her clit. More spanks, more rubbing, more clit
action. He massaged her tightly ringed back entrance but backed off when she flexed
her buttocks hard. Naughty, but it told him plenty about her experience. There would
be time to work on all of that but tonight was for introductions. Instead, he zeroed in
on her clit.

“Okay, baby, timeto fly.”

***

When they called it a night, Mallory tried to refuse Monroe' s offer to walk her to her
car. She'd gotten off spectacularly by his hand and had agreed to phone calls,



exchanging phone numbers. It surprised and relieved her when he had suggested
them because Mallory didn’t know how to broach the subject herself in case she
wasn't what he was looking for as his submissive. Maybe she had been the only one
to enjoy the evening.

Self-doubt wormed into her thinking even though self-esteem was never an issue for
her normally. Monroe must have sensed that about her. And she wasn't helpless. She
walked to her car in the dark after work all the time.

“Mallory, | have to know you' re going to be safe. I’'m walking you to your car.”

She heard his determination, and it was nice to be watched over just a little, so she
agreed. “Alright, but | can do it myself.”

He kissed her. “Understood. Thank you.”
Unfortunately, she had been so nervous when she arrived at this first gathering in a
new place, she'd forgotten to lock the car. Monroe roughly pulled her behind him,

checking the car and the trunk before turning back to Mallory with a stern expression.

He drew her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. She aimost melted into a
puddle of goo. “Mallory, baby, | likeyou. I likeyou alot.”

Mallory laid her head on his chest. “Metoo. | mean, | like you too.”
“Good, that’ s good. | hope you still do after | paddle your bottom for this.”
“But you just spanked me.” Mallory’s voice was high-pitched, shaky. Her

nervousness was apparent, and she moved away from Monroe, and he allowed her
one back-step.



“Not play this time, discipline. One swat for parking so far from the entrance, even
though that deserves a whole spanking al on its own and rest assured if it happens
again, you will get one. Two more swats for fighting me about walking you to the
car, which won't ever happen again. | put my girl in the vehicle for safety. And a
fina two for leaving it unlocked. Anyone could have been inside. Which won't
happen again either.”

“l...um...

Mallory dropped her forehead back on his chest, but he gently ran his hand around
the back of her neck and wove his fingers in her hair, fisting his hand. Carefully
pulling her head back up, his lips met hers hard, taking from her what she hadn’t
freely given.

Mallory stiffened, but after a few seconds, his tongue came out to trace her lips. She
softened as he lightened his kiss, ending in a sweet caress of hislips on hers. Mallory
melted. She would have done anything for Monroe at that moment. So when he
dropped his forehead to hers, still holding her hair fast, she listened.

“You have been aone for too long, Mal. Even if you didn’t have a dom, you should
have had friends from your last group to look out for you. | have afeeling you didn’t.
But now you have me, and sweetheart, | am the real deal. | will test you in play and
punish you if you don’t take care of yourself well enough. | have rules, and you will
learn them and follow them if we decide to be together. If you don’t follow them,
you'll find yourself in this position often.”

She tremored at the significance of hiswords. “Rules? | don’t need rules.”
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“You do if thisisnormal behavior.”

“It isn't. And you're wrong. | had friends at the club, but” she shrugged. “I never
found a Dom | wanted exclusively. And even that was six months ago.”

He lifted his head. “Well, you have me now, if you want me. But regardless, I'm
serious about paddling your ass. Are you going to let me take on that role for you? Do
you accept me as your dominant and your boyfriend? | could be just your friend, but |
want more from you, from us.”

He was serious, and she wanted that with him. Why wasn’t she scared or worried to
contemplate such a commitment so early, hours into their meet? Her good sense had
flown out the proverbial window, and for once, it didn’t matter because she wasn't
crazy except crazy attracted on many levels. Even after only three hours, she trusted
this man, and plenty of others there tonight vouched for him.

“Isn’t it unsafe for me to say yes after one meeting and a short play session?’.

“1t can be, yes. What does your gut tell you?’

His eyes held hers, and the question compelled her to return the stare. She licked her
dry lips, and his gaze dropped as a wolf eyeing his prey before devouring her. His
breath hitched, and he leaned down to run his tongue over the place she's just had

hers. Mallory shivered. He shifted his gaze to meet her eyes again.

“My gut tells me to trust you, and | want to, so badly. The boyfriend part? Let’s start
asfriends.”



“Good enough. As your Dom, however, you must take the paddling. It's who | am
and what you need.”

And dammit, she did need it. Everything the man dished out, she needed.

One quick kiss and he opened the back door of her SUV. Mallory dlid into position
quickly, but the tight space made it a little awkward. The smoked windows and the
dark corner where her car was parked made it unlikely that someone not practicing
the lifestyle would see them, but not impossible. That was the mind-fuck that Doms
loved.

The sound of Monroe unzipping his bag of toys sent tremors of anticipation through
her. She'd just submitted to his spanking less than an hour ago, and the sting had
receded considerably. It wouldn’'t be too bad, she told herself, and it would re-ignite
the sting she craved. Mallory assured her churning stomach that he was just making a
point.

“These are going to be swift, but they’ll sting.”

Without further warning, the first swat landed. A paddie! He could have told her he
was using a freaking paddle. It seemed okay for a few seconds, then the burn kicked
in. Her swift intake of breath told him she felt it. And she was sure the subsequent
two squeals told him he was putting enough strength behind those swings. The fourth

elicited an apology.

“I’'m sorry. I’'m so sorry. | was just so nervous | forgot to lock the car. And this was
the closest spot to park when | got here. Honest, Monroe.”

He stopped to rub her afflicted backside. “ Okay, sweetheart, just one more.”

The last swat was the worst, diciting a sniffle, and while she had trained herself not



to over-react to the sting, his paddle made it difficult not to kick her legs. “I’m not
used to someone being worried about me. | take care of myself.”

Monroe rubbed her bottom longer, and then he kissed it, sending shivers of emotional
warmth through her. Not for the achy backside, but for the man who dared to show
her he cared for her in a way she hadn’t had in a long time, if ever, outside of her
family. Unconditional affection. How had she lived without it for so long?

“1 know, baby, but we' re going to change that thinking to include me, aren’t we?’

“Yes, gir.”

“Yes, we are. Okay, beautiful, disciplineisover.” He helped her up. And let her slide
out of the backseat before him with his help. “Lesson learned.”

Monroe hadn’'t once tried to impress her. Far from it. In fact, as the next couple of
weeks progressed, he just talked and shared, encouraging her to do the same, and they
bonded. He'd asked Mallory out on an actual in-person date after severa meetups
with others. She had accepted.

Monroe had been adamant that she needed to be sure of him. No gatherings or
parties, but just the two of them. Her belly wiggled in delight and expectation. He
was such a confident man, something she wanted in her life. He complemented her
personality. No competition or jealousy because they each had substantial jobs.
Mallory hoped he didn't live too far from Lexington because the gathering and
munches were in another town to save her reputation. Monroe probably did that, too.
She couldn’t wait for tomorrow night’ s date.

* k%

Craig looked at the little pharmacist leave with that muscle-bound gorilla again



tonight, stopping Craig from grabbing her once again. It was infuriating, but he had
learned patience over the years, and the reward for his long-suffering would be the
best yet. He would just have to change his plan, but he would do it if she was his
prize.

Chapter 2

Monroe stood to leave the briefing, determined to find answers. His life hadn’t been
so tangled up since he returned from Army Medic training and came back to his off-
base apartment stripped of anything of value, including his girlfriend. This was
feeling much like that experience, only more perplexing. And if possible, after only
two-and-a-half weeks, more painful.

His girlfriend in his early career had no staying power, and he'd known it, but she
loved sex and let him run the show in the bedroom without complaints so long as she
got off at least twice. He was young and horny then, and if he learned anything from
that experience was to be more picky and quit thinking with his dick. He established
minimum standards in his life that not every woman who was happy to hop in the
sack with him could meet. Soon, his missions started, and he moved back on base,
squelching any long-term relationship.

He had afull life, but damn, he missed talking to Mallory. No amount of reasoning or
examining their long phone conversations would help him understand why she had
ghosted him. He could remember his hand as it warmed her behind at the first munch.
She'd gotten off on just that action, but he'd made sure she fired twice. He thought
he’' d found gold.

She wasn’'t a newbie, just new to the area and out of practice. He sought partners who
knew what they liked and when she had been so turned on after he had heated her ass,
he planned a closer alliance. It was a spectacular sight to see and remember.
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Monroe had played over the phone with her the following week, and they met the
next weekend at a party and one more munch. They agreed to continue the getting to
know you dance alittle longer before taking it out of the meet and greet environment.

By the middle of week three, they had really hit it off and decided they would go on a
very public date and one last meet and greet before they took it from there. Monroe
knew they were good together, and he thought she agreed. They might have been
made for each other, but right as they were going to the next step, she dropped him
without warning. He hadn’t even warranted atext. That's why he hesitated to believe
Mallory had actually ditched him. His gut told him it wasn’t like her.

“Monroe, how' re those play sessions going?’ asked Sharlee.

Sharlee was the company computer magician, also known as Vapor, in her private
underworld life. She'd joined their team several years ago, filling a gap they didn’t
know they were missing. She’ d married Jacquard Reynaud, the CEO of Reynaud, and
Associates, less than two years later.

Monroe was invited to buy into the fledgling business, joining Garrett and Jac nearly
six years ago, and when he left the service, he became more than an investor. They
welcomed him as a member of another family. A family he would give his life for
and knew they would do the same. Besides his military career, it had been the best
decision of hislife.

The security services company took jobs from the alphabet agencies and private
citizens who had more money than sense. The diversity was great, but Monroe was
ready to raise his own family. He watched his teammates as each found the woman



they wanted to spend their life with, and it was time he did as well. Easier said than
done.

As afit man staring at forty-five, he had expectations. He decided to start back at the
BDSM gatherings and maybe check out a few parties. He wasn’t one to leave finding
awoman who was into the same lifestyle as he was to chance encounters. Besides, it
wasn't as though he had been looking serioudly for long. He liked the single life until
recently, and now he wanted more.

There was little doubt that once he found her, he would not be returning to public
scening or even parties unless she, whoever ‘she’ turned out to be, wanted to play in
that kind of environment. Monroe would find someone with like-minded kinks, and
this was the best way to do it. He didn’t share-not in public gatherings or intimate
parties, not her preferences nor her body. He was as possessive as fuck and knew
instinctively it wouldn’t work for him.

Glancing at Sharlee, he answered, “Yeah, not well.” He shrugged. “It looked
promising, but things changed. | met a cute little thing but mature, carried herself
well. She's a handful of years younger than me and has been in the lifestyle for a
while but not practicing recently. We got along and played together some. | liked her,
and | thought she liked me.”

“Thought she liked you?’
“She’d gone to afew of these meet-ups somewhere else before she was with me, and
then we met up three times at parties and such. We spent hours on the phone

discussing just about everything, and | thought we' d really connected.”

Monroe stopped speaking and stared out the office window. “And?’ Sharlee
prompted.



“Evidently, she changed her mind. Even though we made a date for last weekend and
last Thursday night when we talked, it was for at least an hour. She was till excited
about going out, and yet, she ghosted me.”

“Maybe she just got cold feet. | mean, all of you guys make a statement when you
enter aroom.”

“She had accepted me as her Dom, so even if she had changed her mind about other
things, she would have told me. In this lifestyle, at any level, honesty is at the core of
the relationship. | called to verify on Friday, but she didn’t answer. | thought she’'d
forgotten, but when she didn’t come to the next meet on Saturday, | got worried. My
gut grew cold. | called her again, and it went to an automated voicemail. Guess it
could have been more me than her, but | can’t help thinking something is off.”

“What made her so specia?’

“Y ou mean besides the fact that she loved my rubber paddle?’ He grinned at that.
“Really? Wow, that is something. But, yes, besides that?’

“She's a professiona that carries herself that way. She's self-assured, funny, and
naive about silly things like where to park her car for safety. Mallory is the first
woman who didn’t think that being retired military was al | expected from life. She
asked me what | did now that | had retired like | had many lives left to give. That
word ‘retired’ didn’t give her visions of adecrepit old man in hislast decade of life.”
Sharlee laughed and typed on her computer. “What else do you know about her?’
“What | know is something has happened to Mallory. Maybe she' s sick or has been in

an accident, but | don’t know how to find her. She hadn’t given me her address or last
name yet because | wouldn’t let her until Friday. | have her number, but that’sit.”



Monroe had paced the room as he divulged his deepest concerns that she was hurt or
sick and didn’t have anyone, him, to take care of her. His frustration at not getting the
information he needed to check on her because he thought he was giving her a sense
of control, of safety, had boomeranged on him, and it made him nearly go mad with
worry. As he verbalized his thoughts, his fears rose.

“That’s more than | usually get. Is Mallory her name?’ asked Sharlee. “ Give me her
number.”

“It'sacell number.”

“Doesn't matter,” said Sharlee as she typed in the numbers Monroe recited by
memory.

“Mallory, her name is Mallory. The thing is, when you go to these gatherings, it
might be your name, or it might not. She told the attendant that she wasn’t using a
pseudonym.”

“Do you use your real name?’ asked Sharlee.

Monroe chuckled. “Charlotte, ook at me. | scare men and women when | turn on the
dominant, so, yes, | use my own name. We never give last names except on the
paperwork. The attendant asked if it was the pseudonym Mallory wanted to use
because the name was perfect. Mallory denied it was a pseudonym.”

“But she could have been lying.”

“1 told you honesty is an essential building block. Doms,|, take a dim view of lying.
That’s why the community encourages a pseudonym. It would have been the safe
thing to do, but since we had just met recently, | would not take over things until after
our Friday date, so | resisted the urge to get her full name.
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“Now look what going against my gut got me. | didn't listen to my gut on
information gathering, but I’ m sure as hell going to listen to it now. | think Mallory is
her name because there was no hesitation when she responded to my use of it.”

Sharlee nodded. “Wéll, that's a significant observation and a useful clue. Do you
know anything else?’

“She’'s a pharmacist, but | don’t know where she works. | assume in town here, but
there are plenty of places in and around town that use pharmacists. Since we met in
another community, there is no guarantee. And the attendant said she had a great |ast
name for playing. She stopped herself from saying the name, but it started with an
113 S.H

“Let me look to see what | can find. A pharmacist with the perfect “S’ name for a
play date.” Sharlee grinned. “Got it. | don’'t think I’ve seen a woman get under your
skin the same as this Mallory. | was right. She' s special.”

Monroe looked out the window and spoke his thoughts. “ Sheis.”

“I’m going to find her for you. Give me until tomorrow.”

“I’'min the office for afew days, so that will be great. Thanks.”

“You bet.”

* k%



Those who knew Monroe well enough knew he liked things to be organized and to
follow the program. It was usually a program he created. When he was still on the
Specia Ops teams, he always had several contingencies and worked from one to the
other, as needed, with a minimum of fuss. That's why he and Carter worked well
together. Carter was an incredible strategist and could think on his feet.

Mallory was all he could think of when his mind wasn’'t on the job. It gave him a
punch in the gut feeling when she hadn’t answered his calls. At first, his pride took a
hit, and he tried to shrug it off, telling himself it was her loss and all that crap people
tried to tell themselves when they were deeply disappointed.

Did he get his signals crossed? No, she had given him the green light after he'd called
her a few times before asking her out. Over the weeks, they had talked on the phone
for hours. Thursday night had been no different, and that was a first for him. He got
theimpression it had been afirst for her as well.

Mallory had been open, disclosing that she never had a bad boyfriend experience; she
just didn’t have much history at all. And what she did have was less than spectacular.
Mostly, she never made it to the exclusivity stage because she liked to date without
strings.

“But now,” she almost whispered over the phone, “for the first time, | ‘m really
considering along-term relationship is a possibility.”

Her shy but confident demeanor, even over the phone, brought all his protective
instincts to the forefront. It was like the call of the wild. The force of his instincts
shocked him because outside of his mother and the women of his friends, he hadn’t
experienced that strong of an urge to gather anyone under his veil of shelter. That
feeling didn’t lessen, and the more they talked, the more he wanted to know about
her.



She’'d been silent for four days now and three long nights and, Monroe's instincts
were rampaging, and his brain was on high alert. He could read people, could read
Mallory enough to know that now he had worked through his disbelief and hurt,
something was wrong, very wrong. Mallory would not have ghosted him. He knew
Sharlee could find her, and he would follow up and make sure Mallory was okay.
Ask her why she didn’'t answer his calls. And maybe get out his rubber paddle. She'd
respect that.

Even if he wasn't her Dom any longer, any Dom would have worried. Hell, any man
worth his salt and the air he breathed would have been concerned. He'd address her
lack of insight after he made sure she was safe. His rubber paddle might get more
action soon.

He shook his head at himself. And all that was bullshit. He might go Alpha Charlie
on her if it turned out she was avoiding him, but since his gut knew she wasn’t, he
would more likely slay her demons and bind her to his side and then his bed.
Literally. Sharlee would find her fast. He had to believe that. Too preoccupied, he
went home.

The phone rang just as he climbed out of the shower, and his first thought was
Mallory was calling him. Finally. But when he picked up the cell, he clicked to accept
Sharleg' s call.

“What's up? What did you find?” He knew his voice sounded harsh, raw, but Sharlee
was part of their team and married to Jac. No explanations were necessary.

“You owe me a big, fancy coffee for this. I'm sending Mallory Sasse's address to
you. Did you know there were people with the last name Sasse? There really are. She
has a nice place. One of those exclusive townhouses. | wanted to ook at one, but Jac
wouldn’t let me.”



Monroe sighed. “You have a large country estate, woman. Why would you need a
townhouse?’

“Oh, before | moved in with Jac, but he wouldn’t let me and, well, | did want to share
his bed.”

Monroe’ s voice held a hint of reprimand. “ Sharlee, hon, | need the rest of your intel.”

“Oh right, I'm digressing. Jac hates that. Anyway, Mallory Sasse works at The
Apothecary in Lexington as the lead pharmacist. | tried to find out if she was there,
but they said she was unavailable the rest of the day. | don’t know if that was code
for, she’ s not there today, or she' s busy.”

Monroe' stone grew glacial. “ Anything else.”

“Of course. Jac said he sent a car to check to see if anyone was home at the
townhouse but no luck. He nearly had to bribe his way onto the property. The car,
registered in her name, is still at her work parking lot.”

“Meaning she is working,” said Monroe in a voice laced with irritation and
disappointment.

“Not necessarily. | tapped into the CCTV, and it has been in the same spot since
Friday. Jac will send someone in to ask for her like a customer that was told to return.
If she’s working behind the pharmacy counter, they will know. The next guy, if
needed, will ask for the pharmacist on duty. They have her picture and will know if
he gets someone else.”

“What good will that do?” Monroe asked as he got his pants on, sans briefs.
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“Quit being gloomy and think. We will know if Mallory is on the schedule today and
if the car’ s there because she’ s working and has the habit of parking in the same spot
every day or something else is going on. | mean, her car wouldn’t be there if she
wasn't unless there’ s a problem.”

“QOr she found someone to stay overnight with.”

“Or her car is broken down.”

“I"ll go to her house.” Monroe put the phone on speaker and began to finish dressing.
“No, don’'t waste your time. There are no lights on, and curtains are closed like she's
gone for the day. Besides, remember the security gate? Y ou won't get in. Wait until
closing, and let’ s see what happens.”

“lI don’'t think | can... wait. I’ ve got a call from Lexington police. Hold on.”

Monroe clicked over to theincoming call, “Thisis Merton.”

“Monroe Merton?’

“Yes, who isthis?’

“I’mOfficer Whitley of the Lexington policedepartment.”

“Hello, what can | do for you?” Monroe tried to keep his suspicions out of his voice.
He didn’t have time for some mess with them right now.



“l don’t know if you’'ve heard tonight’s news, but a woman we believe you know is
missing, and we were hoping you could help us. A woman matching the missing
woman’ s description has been located but refuses to speak to us except for asking for
Monroe. We think that isyou, sir.”

“Why would you think that?’ His tone was even, but his heart beat awild tattoo in his
chest at the possibility of not only finding Mallory but of her being seriously injured.

“We found your name and a phone number in one phone we located. She tried to
reach for it, and we believe it to be her phone.”

“One phone?’

“Sorry, on the phone that she identified as hers, so we assumed.” Silence lay in the air
between them. “1 mean, Monroe isn’t acommon name these days.”

“If ever. Now, about Mallory, you found her? Where is she? I’'ll be right there.”

“Sir, | don’t think... who is sheto you?’

Monroe didn’'t hesitate to attach a relationship to them. “She's my girlfriend.” To
Monroe, it wasn't alie; it was officially true. She just didn’t know it yet, so he hoped
Mallory didn’t out him. “Where is she?’

“Wait, we are contacting her sister.”

“She livestoo far away and has kids. Where are you?”’

That personal information seemed to satisfy the police officers. Once Monroe got the

information he needed, he clicked off the call and clicked over to Sharlee. “The
police found her. I'm going—" Monroe explained the rest of the conversation.



“Listen. Mallory is on the news, along with others,” said Jac over theline.

“Others? I’'m on my way to her but get as much as you can from the new story. I'll
update as | get more info after | take care of Mallory.”

Chapter 3

Mallory couldn’t wash the taste of icy terror from her mouth or out of her mind. It
was how she imagined chewing on glass would feel like. Being kidnapped had never
crossed her mind when she helped the woman pick up her spilled bag of groceries.
Mallory saw the woman in the store just at the pharmacy closing time, thirty minutes
before the rest of the store closed.

She hadn’t seen the woman before, but that meant nothing. She rarely noticed anyone
but her own customers when she needed to counsel them on medications. Otherwise,
she spent her day verifying and authorizing prescriptions. She didn’'t think she could
go back to that drug store or anywhere public for along time. Being a self-sufficient
woman, it upset her just as much that, for now, that horrible man still held her
hostage mentally, if not physically.

Her chaotic and yet frozen emotionally in time, Mallory wondered about the woman
who appeared nearly dead on the floor when Mallory had been thrown into that filthy,
dank cellar after that fucker couldn’t get what he wanted from her. Mallory heard the
other woman weakly cry out, but she was sure she'd passed out almost immediately.
That was the best thing for the other captive so she wouldn’'t feel the pain or have
memories of their kidnapper's sick, sadistic behavior, but Mallory could not.

Mallory had gotten a glimpse of the items on a wall that memory made her
instinctively recoil. The room she had been in first upon being dragged inside had
smelled of blood, old blood with some lingering smell of rust, iron, disinfectant,
vomit and even a lingering hint of sex which had her gagging. The blood had



stiffened places on the sheets that lay in disarray on the bed in the corner of the room.
The old iron bedpost had metal handcuffs hanging from it, rough hemp rope lay on
the floor in atangle, and Mallory’ s own blood ran cold with her fear.

The only time she had felt safe in the last, how long did they say, three days, and this
was the fourth night, was when she could concentrate on Monroe. He was so
protective of her when they had spoken on the phone and the few times they had been
together at the meet and greets. Monroe was the enormous presence in her life that
she had grown used to, and she didn’t know if she could do without him. He was who
she needed. Thank God she wasn’'t in danger any longer from the man who had
kidnapped her. But Mallory couldn't believe that there weren't demons lying in wait
for her everywhere.
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“Have you found Monroe yet?’ she asked the nurse who came in to check on her and
take her vitals.

“I’ll ask. Is he your boyfriend?’

It was the most natural thing in the world to go with that. “Yes, and don’t let him
scare you when he gets here. Monroe can be a little intimidating, but he's really a
teddy bear.” She wasn't sure if Monroe would be happy with that description, but it
was how she saw him.

Her mind shifted to the kidnapper, who had left her alone except for when he had
brought her to his cellar. He had been out of control for what seemed like hours
because the man was almost caught leaving with her. He had blamed Mallory for that
and took out his anger on her, physically assaulting her, but not sexually.

Thank God for that, but the pain was dtill there. Her swollen face was still very
tender. Her ribs hurt, breathing was painful, and movement had become excruciating
until the hospital gave her medication. Now she rested easier, but she wouldn’t rest
entirely until Monroe was with her.

Mallory didn’'t feel safe anywhere now. She'd laughed at Monroe when he had
lectured her on how to keep harm at arm'’ s length after she had told him about the guy
who tried to hit on her during her lunch break. She' d quickly rebuffed the persistent,
amorous attempt and had finished her lunch, only telling Monroe as a laugh, but he
hadn’t thought it funny at all. And it was cute that he was so protective that he'd
overreacted. Mallory had teased him. She wasn't laughing now.



It was irrational, but she wanted Monroe with every fiber of her being. He was her
safe place. The police had called her sister in Arizona, but after Mallory assured her
she was okay, her sister allowed her to end the call. Candace was sweet, but she had
her own career, had gotten married less than a year ago and was pregnant. Candace
didn’t need to worry about her sister.

As Madlory laid in her hospital bed, she couldn't help but feel on high alert,
hypervigilant, waiting for what she had no idea. Even though the police officer
assured her they would find her attacker, she couldn’t help but believe that madman
was still out there, angry she had dlipped away.

Mallory did the best she could to describe where she had come from in the hopes that
the cops had helped the other woman in the cellar because she could never get away
alone. The woman was so ill, she would have to be carried out. That isif she was till
alive. The wife or the woman that the kidnapper referred to as his wife never showed
her face. The only way Mallory knew she or someone existed besides the kidnapper
was when he |€eft in the vehicle, and there was a woman’ s voice calling a dog.

If he had a wife, didn’t she know he had women in his cellar? She had yelled until
she was hoarse, her head pounding and her throat raw, but there was no response
from anyone. The cellar was likely too insulated by earth and rock.

Mallory had first suspected the wife was the woman who dropped her bag, but she
couldn’'t be sure they were connected. The woman would have had to have a good
makeup job because the old lady didn’'t look his age or even close. The man grabbed
Mallory as she was getting into her car, parked away from the front.

Oh, Monroe would have a heyday with that tidbit of information. From what Mallory
had figured out with Monroe after that first experience with his red paddlie, not
parking where others could easily see you was a big no-no. Surely he knew that
employee parking lots were often like that. But she had a feeling that would not be a



sufficient excuse, so she decided not to even try to make it sound okay.

Mallory wished she could have Monroe now. He would take over, and she would be
secure in knowing that he would ensure her safety and woe be the man or woman
who got between him and what he had claimed. Once again, she demanded to see
him.

***

There was a skirmish in the hall, and several male and female voices spoke in that
intense, pressured whisper when a person was aggravated but didn’t want to make a
scene. Had the kidnapper found her? Her breathing ticked up, and she began to
frantically look for a place to hide in the sparse room. Then she heard a familiar deep
voice, sandpaper rough and yet calming.

As she relaxed and prepared to climb out of bed to meet him, the door to her room
flew open and in strode Monroe in al his over six-foot glory. His voice felt like
molten honey in her belly. Sizzling sweet but dangerous.

He stopped dead and stared at her for about ten seconds before he spoke. “Don’t
move from that bed, young lady; you're hurt.”

He wore a determined expression as he advanced. His shoulders released their
tension, and his militant look of avenging angel softened. Compassion and relief
showed on his face as he ignored the chastising nurse and orderly behind him. His
arms reached out to engulf her and stopped when he realized shewason an |V.

“Got you trussed up, huh, sweetheart?” He gingerly wrapped his muscular arms
around her when Officer Whitley walked into the room. She could feel the tears in
her eyes, but this time, they were tears of relief. Monroe would take care of
everything.



“Don’t let go,” she whispered.

“ Step away from the woman.” Monroe froze in place.

“He's Monroe,” said Mallory. “He was hugging me, or he would have if you hadn’t
stopped him.” Her voice was unmistakably chastising. Monroe chuckled.

“Monroe?TheMonroe you have been asking for?’

“Yes.” She nodded.

The cop stalled a moment and then said, “I still need to see him. And is there areason
he is supposed to be your friend, but you don’t know his last name?”’

Monroe glanced over his shoulder, then straightened to his full height. She could
have sworn he broadened his body to create an impressive presence before placing
himself squarely between the policeman and Mallory, which appeared to confuse the
officer. Monroe was her safe place. She had known it from the moment he had
introduced himself to her.

“She knows my last name is Merton but give her some slack. She was likely in shock
and scared out of her mind. | would have thought you had some life experience or
something to tell you that. | know her last nameis Sasse.”

He knew her last name? But how? And now she knew his was Merton. Good
thinking, Monroe. She knew he could think on his feet, and because she was
hypervigilant, she could see he was as well. But that was Monroe. What else had she
missed the few times they had been together at public gatherings? His words even
told her it rankled that he was being challenged but impatient to be left alone. He was
prior military who now worked security or something like that. She could see why.



Mallory hadn’t known him long, but the time they had spent together and on the
phone encouraged her to leave all this mess in his hands while she pieced things back
together. She missed their date, the one she had wanted so much with the added
expectation of sex with her guy. Now, even though Mallory had the best reasons to
have stood him up, she wanted that date. She wanted that promise of skin-to-skin
contact.

She wanted him and was so grateful that she hadn’t endured a rape, knowing that
would have changed their dynamic, possibly irreparably. She looked up into this
man’s eyes as he turned around and lowered his head to hers. He kissed her swollen,
cracked lips lightly, amost playfully, but it was a serious kiss. There was no
mistaking the intensity displayed on his face and the fleeting touch of concern. And
the possession.
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“I’m okay,” she whispered.

“You are, indeed, sweetheart. I’'m going to talk to the officer, but I’'m not leaving
from the front of your door. I'll hear if you cal me. And if you need anything,
youwillcall out for me.”

His eyes told her even more. Mallory nodded. “Yes, sir. Just don’'t leave me.” She
knew she was pleading but couldn’t care at this point. She' d beg if she needed to.

“Nope. I'm sticking so close to you, you' Il be trying to shake me off before you know
it.”

One more light kiss and, this time, a smile that reached his eyes, showing his relief
before he turned to follow the officer out. She kept her ears tuned to Monroe. She
could hear their voices, just not what they were saying.

Mallory had recently moved from a little town in Eastern Tennessee. She enjoyed
being the hometown pharmacist, but when Chas, her one long-term boyfriend,
stepped out of their relationship, she needed a change. She didn’t blame him. They
had gotten into a rut, so it was amost a relief when he found someone else. It
shocked her that he married his new girlfriend in less than two months, though.
Mallory decided she could do without men for awhile.

The one thing Chas did for her was to bring BDSM into her world because she would
never have met Monroe without it. Chas had tried to introduce his version into their
sex life. That is when she realized he was a selfish lover. How had she not known
that?



They were both new to exploring the lifestyle, but it was a bittersweet reality. The
idea excited Mallory, but she’'d had little practical introduction except for what Chas
had liked. Mallory found she liked a touch of pain, but she hadn't gone further since
Chas wasn't into helping her explore that avenue, but Monroe was happy to teach her.
He was a great guide. That would have to wait, though, because she was nowhere
near ready to do anything but stick close to Monroe and heal.

Mallory touched the raw marks on her wrists. Unfortunately, the binding that she had
loved with Monroe brought up frightening memories from the last few days. And the
couple of spankings she’'d enjoyed at Monroe's hand was still agreeable, along with
the edging he had done once, but her mind was the enemy now. When she thought of
an open hand, she saw the kidnapper’s hand coming towards her face, repeatedly
dapping her until she stopped screaming and fighting out of sheer exhaustion.
Mallory prayed she would one day get over the fear she now felt.

Monroe would not be into her now that she had these new hang-ups. He had made it
abundantly clear that he lived this lifestyle and was looking for something permanent.
So had she until the kidnapping. She didn’t know how long the fears would last, but
in her limited experience, men didn’t stick around when things got messy.

Mallory was determined not to be a victim, but there wasn't anything she could do
about it for now. Monroe didn’t seem concerned, but he didn’'t know all the details
yet. He was so protective she could only imagine what he would do when he found
out. She called out to him, and the door immediately opened. She watched her knight
in shining armor walk back into the room, concern written all over his face.

“What' s the matter, sweetheart?’ He checked the room as he waited for her answer.

“1 guess| just wanted you close.”

“You have me.”



His smile reached some of the darker recesses of her mind, and she gave him a sad,
paltry attempt at a return smile. He reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear, and
she flinched. Monroe shook his head and swore to kill her attacker.

“You're okay, baby. We will need to work on lessening your reaction to touch. My
touch, anyway. Y eah?’

She nodded. Sorrow filled her heart. She never wanted to lose this man. He got her
and understood what she needed. Now that she was broken, she needed so much
more.

“I’m going to hug you again and touch you to reassure me you’re no worse than |
think. Have you looked in amirror yet?’

“No, but since | know the stages of bruising, | imagine | won't look for another week
or ten days.”

“Probably a good idea. I'm going to reach my hand up now.” He slowly palmed her
cheek and eased down the side of her face. His touch was as light as a feather.
“Damn, baby, this has to hurt. What about the rest of you? Where else were you hurt,
beautiful? If | ever get my hands on that fucker, he's dead.”

Monroe's bluntness startled Mallory, and for a few seconds, she didn’t know what to
say. She shook her head.

“Words Mal. | need to be sure of all your injuries. I'm aready going to have a hard
time not storming the jail and ripping the fucker’s head off. If | know all your horrors,
I’ll mentally deal right now and then be able to focus all my attention on getting you
well. Did they do x-rays of your face?’

Mallory shook her head again. Monroe had only begun to teach her about the lifestyle



as he practiced it, but he had been clear that verbal responses were aimost always
required when essential questions were asked. She spoke up. “Y es, on the x-ray, well,
a CT scan. No, in fact, except for the interaction you see here and the actual
kidnapping, he didn’t touch me at al.”

“I’m going to kiss you again.” It was a statement, not a request. It was this Monroe
she needed right now. The extra care was sweet, but she needed the man who took
care of business.

Her lips were tender, but she wouldn’t have stopped him from making that contact
with her. She needed Monroe to erase some of the horrors, and his touch, closeness,
and protective stance helped. His lips tentatively touched hers again, and when she
found herself leaning into him, Monroe took it a little deeper. No plunging, pillaging,
and for now, that was how she needed his kisses to be: gentle, careful, present but
with alight touch.

Thankfully, Monroe seemed to understand that. As he lifted up, he kissed the tip of
her nose, and she wiggled it as she smiled, then grimaced. He laughed, easing the
tenuously careful balance that seemed to hang in the air since he had arrived. It
helped to ease the tension building and relax Mallory’s nagging worry that he was
there out of curiosity, or worse, pity.

“Hurt to smile? Sorry, honey. It will heal.”

The officer walked in and informed Mallory that her “boyfriend” had checked out
and was clear to visit with her.”

“Stay with her.” Monroe stopped moving the visitor chair closer to her to turn to the
officer, pinning him with a hard stare. “You mean you left me aone in here with
Mallory, but you weren't sure | was safe?”’



Uh oh, the Dom, in protective mode, had emerged again and this time completely
without filters. Mallory had heard of what they were like, and she had seen afew in
her time, but watching Monroe right now was scary and impressive. She wasn't
afraid of him, but she noted his actions and reactions to inform her of possible future
behaviors. Safety was big with Monroe. Check.
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“We ran a fast check, but the FBI needed something more substantial. | guess they
got it because they wondered if you would stay with Mallory, but | guess that was
your idea as well. I'll let you discuss that with the Feds.” The officer nodded and |eft
the room.

Vindicated, Monroe sat in the chair and laid his hand over hers on the bed, giving it a
squeeze. Mallory opened her mouth to speak when Monroe' s phone went off. He held
up one finger and answered his phone. His hand returned to cover hers.

“Jac, what’ s going on with this mess?’
Chapter 4

Mallory listened as Monroe's facial expressions combined with his guttural sounds
that resembled a threatened animal’ s response when cornered, then watched his hands
as they ran through his short-cut hair in frustration. Those were pretty strong tells that
this man was less than happy with what Jac Reynaud, the CEO and one of Monroe's
partners in the security firm, wastelling him.

Monroe was a strong-minded yet even-tempered man, by what she had gathered thus
far, so what Jac had said must have been something serious to disturb him so much.
She knew it must have been about her because his relaxed manner of earlier didn’t
return. She glimpsed his grim expression before he cleared it away.

“Sorry, sweetheart. | didn’t think it would take so long to debrief with Jac. He called
our contacts at the FBI and vouched for me, or rather, he said he had ssmply reminded
them who | was.”



“Um, so you know the FBI agents?’

“A few. We do security, and the government needs plenty of that.”

“So you're a bodyguard?’

“Sometimes.” He cocked his head to the side and gave her a speculative stare. “Does
that bother you?”’

“Does hot a bodyguard with grey at his temples bother me? They kidnapped me. I'm
not dead.” The joke got a frown from Monroe, and she grimaced. “ Sorry. Too soon?’

“Y ears too soon.”

She nodded. “But the hot body part isn't.” Then she blushed hard, the heat of it
rushing up the column of her neck and infusing her face. “Sorry. It's just as rude for
me to say things like that to you as you to me.”

Monroe grinned and shook his head. “Beautiful, you can crush on me al you want
because | sure as hell have been crushing on you since the first time | laid eyes on
you. And | have no intention of keeping my thoughts to myself on that score.”

“Pfft, there is nothing beautiful about me now.” Her teeth bit down on her bottom lip.

“l can see we will have to establish down some rules once you fedl better, but a few
bumps and bruises just testifies to your inner strength. You could have been super
compliant when you were taken. You could have just accepted fate, but you didn’t.
Y ou fought back even though you were at a great disadvantage. That is beauty,”

Monroe spoke softly, but she knew he meant it. Mallory had done plenty of lifestyle
searches since meeting Monroe. Was she ready to try living his way? She'd always



wanted to find a Dom who was areal man, not an imitation, and those romances were
deceiving, but she didn’t know if she could do it. She should answer him, anyway. He
deserved at |east that.

“Can we go slow right now? | honestly don’t know if | have triggers or not. I'm not
even processing all of thiswell yet. Normally, | love myself and my life. I'm just a bit
shaky right now.”

“1 know, and it's to be expected, but | want to tease all of that out with you. And
before you respond, the only appropriate answer is Yes, Sir, because | do not intend
on allowing you to be alone for quite a while. And that timing will have to be a point
of negotiation.” He held her gaze, leaving her with no doubt he meant every word.
“Do we have an understanding?’

Mallory dropped eye contact. A warm hand gently raised her chin so she could do
nothing but look at him or close her eyes. She chose door number two. The wrong
choice, evidently.

Monroe's voice rasped over her like fine sandpaper laced with his golden whiskey
mellowness and a touch of chastising. “Mallory, eyes open, baby.” She raised her
head without thinking. “That’s my girl. Never leave me to wonder how you feel or
think on a subject if it bothers you and even if it doesn’t. | can’t read your mind, but |
try my best to read your cues. It'll take me a while to get those down, so
communicate with me honestly. Y eah?’

“Yeah.” He raised his eyebrow sharply. “Sir,” Mallory added the afterthought word
with a swollen face version of an impish grin.

His laugh burst out unexpectantly as he shook his head. “Y our name suits you, Ms.
Sasse. Let'stry thisagain. | don't trust anyone to keep you safe except my team and
me, so that’s who's going to do it. Jac spoke with those in the know and the rest of



our team. Thisiswhat they have so far.”

Monroe watched as Mallory tried to suppress a shiver and pulled her, 1V and al,
closer to him. Holding her might be the best way to tell her the update. He resettled
them so that he was sitting on the bed next to her, enveloping her shaking body in his
bear hug, her head on his shoulder, his mouth against her temple.

“You did a great job of describing the house and the way you had come from. They
found the house and its owner.”

“1 wasn't sure because we had come in after dark, and there weren’t any close houses.
Who is he?’

Monroe could hear her voice quiver. Too bad the local PD found him before Monroe
had. He would have saved the taxpayers alot of money.

Mallory whispered. “What about the other woman? Did they find her? Is she alive?’

Monroe rubbed her chilled arm and kissed the top of her head before answering.
“They found the lady that fit your description of the one you saw when the door
opened. | won't lie. She's in rough shape. She's in a coma, but there’'s no other
information at this time. Her family has been located.”
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“Do you think she'll be aright?’

“1 don’t know. It isn't looking good. Search and Rescue dogs are on the property, and
they found another woman in a shallow grave in the wooded area just off the
property. She was dead. They are bringing in the cadaver dogs for a more thorough
search.”

“And hiswife?’
“Wife? What wife, sweetheart?”’

“l heard someone else rummaging around at the doorway, and he referred to a wife
several times.”

“We will look into it. Anyone else?’
113 NO_”

Both fell silent, just existing in their closeness. It was a gratifying feeling to know
you could take care of your woman, and she allowed it. Monroe loved how they fit
together so well. He knew they did in other ways as well, but it would take time to
prove to Mallory that the only place she needed to be was with him.

Carter and Garrett put their head in, accompanied byAgentGutierrez. Mallory tried to
move out of Monroe's arms, but he wasn't about to let her go yet. She had stopped
shivering, but she went back on high alert as the men entered the room. He offered a
chin lift to the guys.



“Shh, baby. It's dright. Carter and Garrett are two of the men on my team, and this
man is Agent Gutierrez. We' ve aready met.”

“We have, Mr. Merton, severa years ago. Ms. Sasse, please call me Arturo. | wanted
to make sure these men were okay to come in. Will that be acceptable to you?’

He waited for her response, and when Mallory hesitated, he eyed the men.

Mallory nodded. “I’'m sure they are here because Monroe requested them so, I'm
okay with them staying.”

Arturo nodded before addressing Monroe. “I’ve talked to your boss, and he seems to
think his team is the better option to protect Ms. Sasse until we are positive there
were no accomplices. We're all out looking for the missing women and, therefore,
understaffed. Unless Ms. Sasse disagrees, we have ok’d it.”

“Sounds like aplan,” said Garrett.

Carter and Monroe replied in unison. “It’ s not, but it will be.”

Carter, without showing a crack in his serious armor, said, “See what happens when
you work with the same people for too long in a day. You turn into one melded
mind.”

Garrett said casually, “I hear they’ re working on avaccine to cure that.”

Monroe watched Mallory as she glared at the two men, and then Monroe, who
couldn’t keep his face blank for long, winked at her. The room, even the agent,

cracked a brief smile. Monroe laughed out loud with Mallory.

Mallory said, “God, that felt so good. | need more of that. It seems so long... a



lifetime ago.”

Monroe sobered, as did the others. His team didn’t know the entire story yet, but they
could appreciate how horror and fear messed with the mind. They’d each been
through it and understood the time it would take Mallory to find a new normal.
Monroe intended on being there through it al if she let him. Mallory had crawled
under his skin, and he wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“Ms. Sasse, is this aright with you? One or two of the Reynaud and Associates
Security team will be with you 24/7 until we figure out what is happening, and you
are no longer in danger. They assure us they have severa safe houses and can keep
you secured and protected.”

Mallory assessed Monroe for a moment, really looking at him, and Monroe held his
breath. He didn’t want to influence her answer. Even though he wanted to step in and
take over all decisions associated with her safety, he knew he couldn’t. Mallory had
to make this choice. She took a deep breath, nodded, and exhal ed.

“1 believe that isawise choice, ma am,” said Agent Gutierrez.

Her inner strength came out in her next question. “Agreed. But | have a question.”

The agent looked at her warily. “Okay.”

“How will | know I'm safe to resume my life?” Monroe was proud of her question. It
meant she intended to take part in her protection.

Gutierrez glanced around and said, “ They will know, but practically? When we have
the perpetrator in custody, have any accomplices he may have had, and cleared the
family. Then you may be confident that you are safe.”



“Do you have atimeline?’ she asked.

Gutierrez looked at Monroe, who gave a very slight nod of acknowledgment. “Baby,
we don’t know that for sure, but we'll try to find a new normal as soon as possible.”



Page 11

Source Creation Date: July 4, 2025, 3:40 am

“Okay. Good enough for now.”

The agent left as the nurse came in to bring Mallory medicine, her dinner, and
untether her from the IV, removing the bag but not hooking up a new one.

“That’s all of that, we hope. We will take it out when we discharge you.”

The men moved over to the far corner of the room to discuss things. All conversation
stopped when Mallory asked her something.

“When am | going to be released? I’ m ready now.”

“I'll ask your physician, Doctor Sasse. | guess you would know if you felt well
enough to go home.”

“I’m a pharmacist, not a family practitioner, but if it helps me get out of here faster,
by al means, I’m not too proud to useit.”

“When you are discharged, you'll stay with me at Jac’s, then my place, until we are
sure you're safe. Dea ?”

“Deal. Thank you.”
“You don’'t have to thank me. I’'m relieved | won't have to sleep on your floor.”

“1 have a spare room.”



“Your floor. The closer | am, the better protector | am.”

“What about in my bed?’

“Nope, because neither of uswill sleep, and you need to heal .”

“Then | suggest you hurry because | feel like I'm still held captive, but differently, so
I’m antsy to go. When they offer me the exit, I'm taking it. You all will just have to
follow along if you aren’t ready.”

Monroe leaned closer. “You will go when we are certain of your safety, understood?
Sorry, but you can’'t discharge until we get the plan cinched in. It's for your safety,
which | won't compromise on, and my peace of mind. Please, Mal?’

Monroe meant for her to hear him clearly and to know he would enforce any
restrictions or penalties necessary to gain her compliance. She had interacted enough
with him to be familiar with his different tones. Watching his girl process, he waited.
Shewas intelligent, and it wouldn’t be areach to find that he was right.

“Fine,” she huffed, “But hurry.”

Now wasn't the time to tell her that topping from the bottom or taking control of a
situation he had in hand was not a smart strategy for a submissive of any type,
especialy hisgirl. That was alater lesson he would be happy to instruct on. For now,
he nodded.

“Thank you, baby. | will.”
He repressed a grin and dropped another kiss on her cracked lips. He reached and

grabbed her lip balm and gave it to her, knowing hers had to hurt. Hell, everything
had to hurt. And his anger began to bubble again. Time to get things moving.



* k%

Mallory loved and hated what his gravelly “I’m in charge” voice sounded like and
what it did to her insides. Still, after al this trauma, it had the same effect on her
reactions and responses, and what was worse, Monroe knew it. Damn him. And bless
him. For now, she needed to drop the reins, let someone else lead her parade.
Knowing he would keep her safe, well, that was priceless.

That she needed that security blanket he was offering her was disheartening. Mallory
had run her own life for aimost two decades and while she knew being vulnerable
was to be expected under the circumstances, she hated it. It had become a source of
pride that she had done all the monumental things in her world alone, but she also
lived a stark, lonely life. Kind of like that saying, you can be lonely in a crowd of
people. That was Mallory.

All the self-talk in the world would not stop her from being sad and rankled at the
predicament she was in. Nor was it going to stop the longing she had deep inside her
that wanted Monroe. Daily phone calls and afew meetups in a group were all that she
and Monroe had spent together, but those times had added up to hours of learning
about each other.

They were going to go on a date before all of this, and his conversation and
mannerisms said he still wanted her but did her situation now cause him to see her as
a job? Did he separate himself from his work, and the growing relationship ended?
She wanted him, and he had wanted her before this happened. Depressive thoughts
returned, and her fear made itself known again. Mallory wanted to cry.

No, don't be stupid. Monroe has treated you as his since he walked into the room. |
didn’t make that, and | won't give up without making my thoughts known. He told
people | was his girlfriend. That was something | had no trouble accepting, so act like
it.



“Mal, | have some things to get ready for your discharge, so Carter is going to stay
with you, okay? Y ou should rest, and I'll be back before you notice I’ m gone.”

Panic rose in her chest. “What? You're leaving? |... | can’'t... | mean...” Mallory
took a deep breath and let it out. Y oga and quiet meditation always helped when she
was stressed. However, this was more anxiety than she had felt before because her
abject fear encased it.

“Ma? Baby, | promise Carter will protect you with his life. No one will get past

him.
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Carter nodded. “Mallory, can | call you that? She nodded. “Mallory, I’'m not just
big, I'm well trained, and I’'m armed. | promise no one will get to you.”

She released another deep breath slowly. Mallory opened her eyes, and the panic had
lessened.

“You okay?’ asked Monroe quietly. She nodded and wiped the stray tear winding its
way down her cheek. “I’'m sorry. | know you will protect me, and | hate I'm like this
now.” Anger roughened her voice. “I hate that someone could do this to me.” She

inhaled, then exhaled again. “1’'m good.”

“You're more than good. You're perfect for me.” His words helped some. His
closeness and sincerity helped alot.

“Go do your thing. I'll be here when you get back.”
“They’ll probably release you in the morning. Then we'll blow this popsicle stand.”

She watched as his head descended to stop just before touching her lips. “Are you
really going to be comfortable with me leaving Carter?’

Staring into his eyes, she whispered, “Yes.”
“I’ll be asquick as| can. Do you want me to bring you back anything?’

“A Dr. Pepper and chocolate.”



His lips twitched before he touched hers softly, then he deepened the kiss as though
he, like her, was drawing sustenance from the other.

“1 seem to have difficulty keeping my hands off you. I’ll be back soon.”

Her heart kicked up a notch. Her breath followed suit as she watched Monroe and
Garrett stalk from the room. Carter pulled up the chair that Monroe had sat in earlier
and stationed it so he could see her and the door clearly, keeping his body next to
hers.

“I think I'll try to nap. | fedl tired all thetime.”

Carter nodded. “Yeah, all of my Reynaud teammates have dealt with being held
hostage or in situations we didn’t think we'd get out of alive, so we get what you feel
and what you shut down to survive. There are no judgments here. Don't put yourself
under a microscope, either. It will take time to get past this. | learned that | don’'t do
well being the victim, so | let go of the horror as soon as | could. Y ou will probably
need a counselor to help you through it. | know a good one who is easy to talk to or to
sit with. Ivy has used her.”

“Thanks. I'll let you know if | need the number.”
“Good enough. Now nap woman. I'll be right here when you wake up.”
Another thing to be ashamed of. Not being able to take care of her own mental health

without help. Didn't that sound pathetic? Her over-active brain, with its rigid
ideology on how she should live her life, was at it again. Time to go to sleep.

* k%

Jac got a phone call while Monroe talked about the Mallory situation and optional



scenarios out with him. Jac placed his hand over the mouthpiece.

“1t's Sam Johnson, the FBI liaison. I'm putting it on speaker. Play your cards close.”

“Got it.”

“Hey, Sam, | have Monroe here. Y ou're on speaker, and my office is soundproof. Go
ahead.”

“Right, | think you and your group are too close to this, and that is likely to cause a
lapse in attention to Doctor Sasse’s safety.”

Monroe spoke up quickly and fiercely, forgetting al about playing it close. “I won't
let anything happen to Mallory. | think you would be too ‘business as usual’ with her,
and | place the value of her life over mine.”

“That’'s what | mean. You'll play the sacrificia lamb before seeing other options,
weighing the pros and cons,” said Sam.

Jac put his hand up to stop Monroe' s words. “I see it differently. Look, Sam. We've
pulled your ass out of the proverbial many times, and it has involved some of our
own people intimately. We will attach an entire team to protect Mallory. It won't just
be Merton. They are just as attached as they were to Ivy or Jessie, or Sharlee. So your
excuse doesn’t hold water. We have a proven record of taking care of our women.”

Sam sighed. “I’'m just worried there is someone else still out there. | mean, hell, this
guy couldn’t have kidnapped so many without someone noticing them missing and
connecting the dots. He would have made a mistake at some point. He had them
fighting him, surely. The adrenalin alone...”

Jac answered with a sigh. “We both know crazy people do crazy-ass things.”



“Exactly why | need to make sure we have eliminated any threat before | say sheis
safe.”
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Monroe shook his head at the phone. “I’ll protect her. You stick to what you know,
figuring out what actually happened and getting those poor women identified and
back to their families. I'll stick to what | know, security and that makes me ideal for
helping secure Mallory’s safety.” Monroe lowered his voice when giving a warning
and made sure he sounded dead serious. “What good am | if | protect others but not
my girl?’

“Okay. I’'m signing the order now and will send over a copy. Don’'t mess this up,
Merton.”

Monroe grinned at the phone. “Not a chance.”
Chapter 5

“Are you ready to go, sweetheart?” Monroe asked Mallory the following morning as
Carter stood at the hospital room door.

“More than.”

“Okay, we're going to take this nice and easy. | want you to wak nonchalantly
outside with us like nothing is out of the ordinary. Garrett will take one side, and I'll
be on the other, with Carter taking point. Kaden isin the car.

Carter put his head in. “Change of plans, kiddies. Just got intel that the front is full of
reporters. There are two agency vehicles outside, and four men are exiting on their
way up. Not sure what they’ re doing here, but they have drawn the reporters like bees
to honey. We need to get out now. Kaden has the maintenance exit covered with a



vehicle at the door. Let’s move before the party begins.”

Her confusion was apparent. “But | don’'t understand. Why are they here at all?’

Monroe reached for her arm carefully but firmly and scooped up the bag the team’s
women had brought Mallory because no one could get into Mallory’s house yet. The
women seemed to need to connect, and this worked for now. He intended there not to
be asimilar need due to his girl suffering from atrauma a second time.

“Showtime, Mal. Stick with me. We'll be moving quickly.” Her nod of agreement
was all Monroe needed to follow Carter, who seemed to know where he was going.

Once they cleared the patient floor, Monroe hesitated.

“This elevator takes us to the basement,” said Carter as he got into the side elevator.

Monroe would have opted for the stairs to the basement but worried it might be too
much for Mallory, and time was of the essence. He hoped they didn’'t encounter the
wrong person, or he would have to go on the defensive. He preferred staying on the
offensive, keeping him in charge.

Once in the basement, they rushed through the hot steamy laundry area, then Kaden
was in view. The men surrounded Mallory, who at 5’8" might have been difficult to
hide well with the men she knew. That was not a problem with these guys. They were
easily four or more inches taler, and their combined bulk, especially Carter’'s, was
more than enough to screen her from others’ view.

When the men moved toward the SUV, she amost felt like they were carrying her
instead of walking with her. In mere seconds, she was in the vehicle and surrounded
by four bulky men in amoving SUV.



“Do you guys aways do that?’

The man Carter had identified as Kaden turned to look at her from his right and
smiled. “Do what? Isn’t that how everyone leaves a building and gets into their car?
I’m Kaden, by the way. These guys have no manners, so | have to introduce myself.”

Mallory smiled. “Nice to meet you. | guess we all technically enter the vehicle that
way, but not practically.”

The older man driving the car looked back at her through the rearview mirror. “I’'m
Garrett. | can’'t remember if we were formally introduced yesterday. Thank God
you' re safe because Monroe was about to go postal on the world when he discovered
you were missing and not just ghosting.”

“Shut up, man. We had just pieced it together when | got the call saying she was
okay.

“Ah, but when you just thought she had stood you up, it was bad enough. In those
few moments of not knowing where she was, once you discovered something had
happened to her, tell me you didn’t want to head out like Attilathe Hun.”

Mallory turned and saved Monroe from answering. “Y ou were looking for me? Why?
| mean, that’s sweet, but . . .”

He shrugged. “Y ou missed our date.”
“Sorry about that, but... wow.”
“Baby, you have nothing to be sorry about.” His arm went around her shoulders as he

gently drew her closer. “I'll always come looking for you, and | won't stop until |
find you.”



“l really wanted to go on that date,” she whispered. Monroe squeezed her tighter
before loosening his hold.

Carter looked back and said, “Guess we had better brief Mallory on the reception
she' s going to receive.”

“No, | don't think that we should do that until we get there. Jac will want to take the
lead on the plan.”

“Not that, the intro to our women,” laughed Carter. The others joined in. “I’ll start.
There is Becky or Rebecca, she's my girlfriend. A little quiet until she has something
to say, and then you have to work to stop her flow of information. She is Jac’s office
manager, and she holds things together with us as a couple and in the office when
things get chaotic as they often do.”
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“Then there’'s my wife, lvy,” said Kaden. “ She's pretty opinionated and can be rather
intense when she wants something. Really, Ivy is generous and giving and a loyal
friend. She has a martial arts studio and a graphic arts business that she sometimes
uses to help the office.”

Monroe spoke next. “Then there's Jessie. She's married to Mark, and they are
finishing their first trimester of pregnancy. She's beginning to sport a belly. You
haven't met Mark yet, but don’t let his manner worry you. He is as solid as they
come. Jessie is the accountant for the business. She's sweet and always wants to help,
too much sometimes, but we all watch out for each other. And Mark is extra vigilant
because of the baby.”

Garrett said, “Guess we're down to Sharlee.” The men made little noises. “Sharlee is
our main IT wizard and the ultimate brown noser. She married the boss, Jac. They
have a cute toddler named Storm. Sharlee is a force to be reckoned with and more
capable than most people. She's a full member of our team. The other women are
support personnel. Jac likes his family close.”

“You are al related?’

“No,” said Monroe, “but all the teams, of which we are one of three, are tight like we
were with our teams in the military. We know each other well, life and work like we
arein afamily business, and the way Jac runs things, we truly are family. Thereisthe
security of always having a backup if we need it, personally and professionally. We
know how the other members of the team think and will most likely react. It allows
us to work seamlessly together and stay safe.”



Mallory nodded. “I can see how that would be a good idea.”

Monroe added. “And thereis Levi on our team. | think he is getting sweet on Storm’s
nanny, Finley, a prior Marine and one kick-ass Storm watcher. Oh, and Ryker, who
handles the attorney kind of stuff in the background.”

Mallory laughed. “ Sounds like the right nanny for this group.”

Monroe nodded. “Sheis. Now lean back. It will be another half hour before we get to
Jac’s place.”

* k%

Mallory leaned back against Monroe. And it seemed like the most natural thing in the
world to trust him, which was not in her usual wheelhouse. Trust was not something
she did effortlessly. And Monroe, while gentle, was definitely bossy. She was shaken,
and the thought of not finding her normal again scared her. To be honest, everything
scared her. Certainly, this team