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      ***While not every character is in every book, these are the ones with the most mentions throughout the series. This guide will help keep readers straight about who’s who.

      

      Trident Security (TS) is a private investigative and military agency, co-owned by Ian and Devon Sawyer. With governmental and civilian contracts, the company got its start when the brothers and a few of their teammates from SEAL Team Four retired to the private sector. The original six-man team is referred to as the Sexy Six-Pack, as they were dubbed by Kristen Sawyer, née Anders, or the Alpha Team. They, along with Ian and Devon’s brother, Nick, are now shareholders in the business. Trident had since expanded and former members of the military and law enforcement have been added to the staff. The company is located on a guarded compound, which was a former import/export company cover for a drug trafficking operation in Tampa, Florida. Three warehouses on the property were converted into large apartments, the TS offices, gym, and bunk rooms. There is also an obstacle course, a Main Street shooting gallery, a helicopter pad, and more features necessary for training and missions.

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

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

      The Covenant’s security team takes care of everything else that isn’t scene-related, and provides safety for all members and are essentially the bouncers. With the recent addition of the garden, and more private, themed rooms, the owners have expanded their self-imposed limit of 350 members. The fire marshal had approved them for 500 when the warehouse-turned-kink club first opened, but the cousins had intentionally kept that number down to maintain an elite status. Now with more room, they are increasing the membership to 500, still under the new maximum occupancy of 720.

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

      

      
        
        The Sexy Six-Pack (Alpha Team)

        and Their Significant Others

      

      

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

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

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

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

      	
        Brody “Egghead” Evans: retired Navy SEAL; computer specialist; husband/Dom of Fancy.
      

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

      	
        Nick “Junior” Donovan (nee Sawyer): Ian and Devon’s brother; current Navy SEAL; husband/submissive of Jake.
      

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

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

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

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

      	
        Francine “Fancy” Maguire: baker; wife/submissive of Brody.
      

      

      

      
        
        Extended Family, Friends, and

        Associates of the Sexy Six-Pack

      

      

      
        
          	
        Mitch Sawyer: Cousin of Ian, Devon, and Nick; co-owner/manager of The Covenant, Dom to Tyler and Tori.
      

      	
        T. Carter: US spy and assassin; works for covert agency Deimos; Dom of Jordyn.
      

      	
        Jordyn Alvarez: US spy and assassin; member of covert agency Deimos; submissive of Carter.
      

      	
        Tyler Ellis: Stockbroker; lifestyle switch—Dom of Tori; submissive of Mitch.
      

      	
        Tori Freyja: K9 trainer for veterans in need of assistance/service dogs; submissive of Mitch and Tyler.
      

      	
        Parker Christiansen: owner of New Horizons Construction; husband/Dom of Shelby; adoptive father of Franco and Victor.
      

      	
        Shelby Christiansen: stay-at-home mom; two-time cancer survivor; wife/submissive of Parker; adoptive mother of Franco and Victor.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      	
        Doug “Bullseye” Henderson: retired Marine; head of the Personal Protection Division of TS.
      

      	
        Rick and Eileen Michaelson: Boomer’s parents; guardians of Alyssa. Rick is a retired Navy SEAL.
      

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

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

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

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

      	
        Grayson and Remington Mann: twins; owners of Black Diamond Records; Doms/fiancés of Abigail; members of The Covenant.
      

      	
        Abigail Turner: personal assistant at Black Diamond Records; submissive/fiancée of Gray and Remi.
      

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

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

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

      	
        Dr. Trudy Dunbar: Psychologist.
      

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

      	
        Jase Atwood: Contract agent/mercenary; Lives on the island of St. Lucia; Dom of Brie.
      

      	
        Brie Hanson: Owner of Daddy-O’s in St. Lucia; submissive of Jase.
      

      	
        Stefan Lundquist: Lieutenant Commander US Coast Guard; Dom; Shibari Master.
      

      	
        Cassandra Myers: Cardiac Rehabilitation Technician; attending nursing school; submissive.
      

      

      

      
        
        The Omega Team and

        Their Significant Others

      

      

      
        
          	
        Cain “Shades” Foster: retired Secret Service agent.
      

      	
        Tristan “Duracell” McCabe: retired Army Special Forces.
      

      	
        Logan “Cowboy” Reese: retired Marine Special Forces; former prisoner of war. Boyfriend/Dom of Dakota.
      

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

      	
        Darius “Batman” Knight: retired Navy SEAL.
      

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

      	
        Lindsey “Costello” Abbott: retired Marine; sniper.
      

      	
        Dakota Swift: Tampa PD undercover police officer; submissive girlfriend to Logan.
      

      	
        Tahira: Princess of Timasur; wife of Darius.
      

      

      

      
        
        Trident Support Staff

      

      

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

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

      	
        Russell Adams: retired Navy; assistant TS mechanic.
      

      	
        Nathan Cook: former computer specialist with the National Security Agency (NSA).
      

      

      

      
        
        Members of Law Enforcement

      

      

      
        
          	
        Larry Keon: Assistant Director of the FBI.
      

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

      	
        Calvin Watts: Leader of the FBI HRT in Tampa.
      

      	
        Colt Parrish: Major Case Specialist, Behavioral Analysis Unit.
      

      

      

      
        
        The K9s of Trident

      

      

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

      	
        Spanky: A rescued Bullmastiff with a heart of gold, owned by Parker and Shelby.
      

      	
        Jagger: A rescued Rottweiler trained as an assistance/service animal for Russell.
      

      	
        FUBAR: A Belgian Malinois who failed aggressive guard dog training. Adopted by Babs.
      

      	
        BDSM: Bravo, Delta, Sierra, and Mike, two Belgian Malinoises and two German shepherds, the guard dogs at the Trident compound: Ian named them using the military communication’s alphabet.
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      “Red.”

      Stefan Lundquist’s hand froze at the whispered word. The pen he was holding was an inch away from the contract he’d been about to sign, renewing his Dominant/submissive relationship with Cassandra Myers for another month. His brow furrowed, as he was unsure he’d heard her correctly. “What did you say, Cassie?”

      There was a long moment of silence as they sat across from each other at his dining room table. Stefan had invited her over to sign the contract, have some dinner, then play for a while, and she’d arrived only a few minutes ago. After the contract was out of the way and they’d eaten, he’d planned on trying a new Shibari design on the beautiful submissive’s naked body before burying himself deep inside her. But if she’d said what he thought she’d just said, then none of that was going to happen. He darkened his tone. “I expect an answer, Cassandra. Look at me and repeat yourself.”

      The twenty-nine-year-old blonde swallowed hard before her eyelids lifted and her gaze met his. Stefan’s gut clenched when he saw her hazel eyes were filled with unshed tears. Cassandra’s voice was barely any louder when she spoke again. “I said, ‘red,’ Sir.”

      Stefan had no idea what was going on. They’d been in a D/s relationship for ten months now. On the ninth of each month, they’d sat down and discussed any changes either wanted to make on their contract before signing it for another four weeks. He’d thought tonight would be no different, but Cassandra obviously didn’t agree.

      Dropping the pen atop the papers in front of him, he leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and stared at the sub. She was what Stefan’s father would call “a stunner.” Her long, blonde locks fell just below her shoulder blades, and he had to put them in a ponytail before he tied her up when they played, so they were out of his way. A smattering of freckles dusted her nose and cheeks. Her bow-shaped lips were made to be kissed, and there were moments in the past when he’d completely lost track of time while exploring her mouth with his own. The neckline of her shirt was wide and curved, exposing the porcelain skin of her shoulders and neck. As for the rest of her body, the woman had curves that gave most men whiplash as she sashayed past them. At five feet five, she was eight inches shorter than him, unless she was wearing one of the several pairs of fuck-me heels she owned. Stefan loved when she wore them with nothing else on but his collar and ropes. Unfortunately, it appeared he wouldn’t be seeing her dressed like that in the future.

      “Why are you saying your safeword, little pixie? And, please, speak up.”

      She cleared her throat and straightened her back. Her voice was stronger this time but still worrisome. “I-I’m sorry, Sir, but I don’t want to renew our contract this month.” Her lip trembled, and Stefan tried to figure out why. Was she scared of what he was going to do or say? He’d never given her a reason to be afraid of him. Was she nervous for some other reason? Or was she about to lie to him? “I-I’ve had a lot of fun these past few months, but—but I’d rather not be collared by you or anyone else for a while, Sir.”

      Her gaze dropped to the table, and Stefan ground his teeth together, trying to keep his frustration in check. Damn it. Things had been going great with her. She was the most responsive sub he’d had in a long time when it came to Shibari. She loved being wrapped in his rope designs. The less she could move, the more explosive her orgasms when he finally allowed her to come. What had changed? They’d both gone into the relationship with a clear understanding. Each contract lasted exactly one month. They played either in his townhouse or at The Covenant, the elite BDSM club in Tampa they both belonged to. Cassandra waitressed there three evenings a week, four hours per shift, earning her a dramatic reduction on her membership fees in addition to tips. He knew that after living expenses, there wasn’t much left over in her pay from her full-time career as a cardiac rehabilitation technician, so the extra job helped her financially and gave her access to the club.

      “Cassie, eyes on me.” An experienced sub, her response to his command was instantaneous. “You’re my submissive until midnight tonight. Until I give you leave, you will follow protocol. Now, why don’t you want to be collared anymore?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, but her gaze stayed on his. “I’ve decided to go back to school, Sir, for nursing, and I won’t have time for anything else between classes and work.”

      Okay, this wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it was. As her Dom, he could help her. Stefan had recently been promoted to the rank of lieutenant commander in the Coast Guard. While military pay wasn’t the greatest, the truth was, he didn’t need it. His family came from old money, and a trust fund, which he rarely touched, had been set up for him by his grandfather shortly after Stefan had been born. None of his friends or fellow club members knew about his family’s wealth, except The Covenant’s three owners, Ian and Devon Sawyer, and their cousin Mitch. Their security guru, Brody Evans, also knew, since he’d done the extensive background check on Stefan during the application process. All members and employees of The Covenant were completely vetted to help maintain privacy and safety, so any skeletons in an applicant’s closet were sure to be found.

      Despite his family’s money, Stefan had been drawn to the military from a young age, although he couldn’t recall what had originally set him on the path to enlisting. It was just something he’d always wanted to do. While his family had tried to encourage him to attend law school, like his older sister, Elin, Stefan had signed up for the Coast Guard following his college education, which allowed him to enlist as an officer. Years vacationing in Martha’s Vineyard had given him his love for the ocean, and the USCG had given him a better chance of serving on a ship or in a port while remaining in the US. At the time, that’d been important to him. Stefan had always been close to his maternal grandparents, and his greatest fear had been not being stationed near enough to get to them quickly if something had happened to either of them. His grandmother had passed away nine years ago, but he’d been stationed in New Jersey and able to get to the hospital in time to say goodbye to her. Unfortunately, without any warning, his grandfather had died of a heart attack four years later. While Stefan hadn’t seen him before he passed, he’d been able to attend the funeral without the huge hassle of traveling from somewhere on the other side of the world.

      Stefan ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper crewcut. Like his father before him, he’d started going gray five years ago at the age of thirty-three. He didn’t mind though, because if he let his hair grow out, it was still thick and didn’t recede at all. Quite a few friends from high school had already gone partially or completely bald, and he was glad he wasn’t one of them. Not that he was vain. He just knew what he looked like completely bald after he and most of the men at The Covenant had shaved their heads in support of a pretty sub named Shelby when she’d been going through chemo. Thankfully, she’d beaten her cancer, but it’d been pretty funny to see all those polished heads before everyone’s hair had started growing back.

      Sighing, he pushed away all thoughts that didn’t have to do with the current situation. To make certain they were both on the same page, he repeated some of Cassandra’s words back to her. “So, between school and working at both the hospital and The Covenant, you won’t have time to relax and play?”

      “No, Sir.”

      While studying her face, he got the impression she wanted to bolt. He’d never seen her this nervous before and tried to soften his expression and tone of voice. “What if I took care of your membership fees? Then you’d be able to give up your job at The Covenant. Once you get your class schedule, we can plan playtime around it.”

      Her eyes had gone wide at his offer, but she’d started shaking her head before he’d finished speaking. “No—no, Sir. I-I can’t let you do that. I’m sorry, but I think it’s best that you take your collar back. There are plenty of unattached subs at the club. Several of them have already expressed interest in taking my place.”

      Stefan frowned. “You discussed this with the other subs before coming here tonight? Before telling me you want to be uncollared?” Hell, no, he was not happy about that. He should have been the first person to know she was going to use her safeword and return his collar, not the last. “You know better than that, subbie. Your discussing any part of our contract, or the termination of it, with anyone else is not acceptable.”

      “I’m s-sorry, Sir.” Her tears welled up again. “I-I just thought it would be easier if I had a replacement ready for you—you need a sub for your Shibari classes.”

      That was true. In a few weeks, Stefan was set to begin teaching another course at the club in the fine art of tying a submissive up in designs made from yards of silky rope. When his maternal grandfather had taught Stefan how to create dozens of different types of knots when he was a boy, never had he thought he’d be using the knowledge to decorate naked women with intricate patterns that would put them in subspace.

      But Stefan didn’t want a new sub—he wanted Cassandra. He’d gotten used to her, and they’d fallen into a comfortable relationship—superficial as it was. He’d made it clear, when they’d done their initial negotiations all those months ago, they were a Dom and his sub—nothing more. Stefan didn’t want a girlfriend or slave. He’d gone both those routes before—several times—and none had worked out, which was why he avoided those types of relationships now. Less drama that way.

      Damn it, he wasn’t ready to give Cassandra up yet. But he didn’t have a choice. She’d said her safeword, and as a respectable Dom, he had to abide by it. That didn’t mean he couldn’t try to get her to change her mind. “We have a few hours left on the current contract. Do you still want to play tonight?”

      When she hesitated and bit her bottom lip, his heart sank. He knew without a doubt what her next words were going to be. “No, Sir, I’d rather not. I’m sorry—I know you didn’t expect this tonight, but I-I really should be going.”

      He had half a mind to ask where she was going in such a hurry but managed to keep the question in his throat. He didn’t want her to know how disappointed he was that she’d ended their time together. Instead, he stood and rounded the table to stand behind her.

      “Lift your hair,” he commanded. When she obeyed him, his fingers went to her nape, but then he couldn’t help himself. Before he unclasped the simple collar he’d given her months ago, he skimmed her bare neck and shoulder with his knuckles, memorizing how soft she was. A shiver flowed through her, and goose bumps appeared across her skin. Damn, he was going to miss her.

      Taking a deep breath, he undid the clasp and removed the black leather and silver collar from her neck before stuffing it into the front pocket of his navy-blue Dockers. He wanted nothing more than to bend down and kiss his way across her shoulder to her neck and then nuzzle her ear. But if he did that, he’d be left standing there with a hard-on when she walked out the door.

      Taking a step to the side, he held out his hand. When she took it, he helped her to her feet, then kissed the back of her hand. “It was an honor to be your Dom, Cassie. I wish you all the best.” He couldn’t resist adding, “As for my offer—paying your membership while you’re in school—I’d like you to agree to it, no strings attached. This way you only have to work one job and can better concentrate on your studies.” When it looked like she was going to turn him down again, he squeezed her hand. “Please accept my gift. It would mean a lot to me.”

      She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. Seconds ticked by as she held his brown-eyed gaze before nodding. “If it means that much to you, Sir, thank you.”

      He knew the smile on his face didn’t reach his eyes, but he tried to keep the tone of his voice light. “No, thank you, Cassie. It’s my pleasure. Maybe it’ll give us the opportunity to play on occasion.”

      It didn’t escape his notice that she winced slightly at his hopeful statement. He wanted to ask her about it but thought it was best not to. He’d find out soon but not tonight. She was too upset, and he got the feeling she’d shut down further if he interrogated her. He’d figured out months ago the best way to get Cassandra to open up was to tie her down. And that clearly wasn’t going to happen right now. “I’ll talk to Master Mitch tomorrow and make the arrangements. He’ll probably need two-weeks’ notice.”

      “That’s fine, Sir. Classes start next Wednesday, so they’ll only overlap with my club shift for a few days—I’ve already made arrangements for two of my shifts to be covered by other waitresses.” When he didn’t release her hand, she glanced down to where they were joined. “I-I really should go.”

      With great reluctance, Stefan let her go then escorted her to the front door, where he fought the urge to kiss her. “Goodbye, little pixie.”

      “Goodbye, Sir.”

      Ten minutes after she walked out of his life, Stefan sat on his living room couch with an almost-empty glass of scotch—one that had been filled for the second time moments before. He stared at the coiled lengths of rope he’d set out on the coffee table earlier in the evening. There was a new design he’d wanted to try out on her tonight. With the aid of two hooks in the ceiling, the pattern would have looked like Cassie had wings when he was done with it—like a heavenly angel. But now all he had were the memories of their past time together—for once in his life, he didn’t think it was enough.
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      Cassandra managed to hold off her tears until she climbed into her car and slammed the door shut. Once she had her privacy, fat, wet drops rolled down her cheeks. Tonight was one of the worst nights of her life. The last thing she’d ever wanted to do was have Sir remove her collar, but she couldn’t continue with their relationship as it had been.

      Opening the center console between the bucket seats, she retrieved a package of tissues and pulled several of them out. As she blew her nose, she looked out her windshield. She’d parked in one of complex’s spots reserved for visitors, directly across the street from Stefan’s bi-level townhouse. The blinds to the living room in his unit were closed. She’d half expected him to watch her leave and wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed he hadn’t. The fact he hadn’t told her she’d made the right decision tonight. She’d been just another sub to him, while she’d wanted to be so much more than that.

      She was about to start the engine of her Corolla, when her phone chimed a text. With shaking hands, she pulled her cell from her purse and checked the screen. The message was from her friend and coworker at The Covenant, Sasha Lewis.

      
        
        S: Did you leave yet? How did it go?

      

      

      Taking a shuddering breath, Cass typed in her response.

      
        
        C: Not well. Can I come over?

      

        

      
        S: Of course! I’ll break out a bottle of wine and some Twinkies

      

      

      Twenty minutes later, Cass lifted her hand to knock on the door to Sasha’s apartment, but it swung open before she could. Her full-figured friend pulled her into a big, warm embrace. “Girlfriend, I’m so sorry. Men can suck moose shit sometimes—even Doms. Get in here and have a drink.”

      Cass followed her inside and shut the door behind them. As soon as she deposited her purse on one of the small kitchen’s chairs, Sasha thrust a full glass of Pinot Grigio into her hand. She then clinked her own glass against Cass’s. “Subbies unite!”

      After they both took a sip of the sweet white wine, Sasha linked her arm with Cass’s and steered her toward the couch. “Now, sit and tell me what happened. What did you say? What did he say? Was he mad? Please tell me you didn’t cry in front of him. I can’t see Master Stefan letting you walk out of there if you were crying.”

      That was true. He definitely wouldn’t have let her go in tears, which is why she’d done her best to get out of there before shedding a single one.

      Sighing, she took a seat next to her friend and wasn’t surprised when Flash, Sasha’s mostly black cat, with a white streak across one eye and ear, ran over and jumped into her lap for some loving. Absentmindedly, Cass stroked the animal’s soft fur while she spoke. “I told Sir I couldn’t manage working both jobs, going back to school, and being his sub all at the same time. He wasn’t happy, but he let me out of the contract.’

      “Just like that?” Sasha’s tone said she knew Cass was leaving a lot out. “Girl, don’t make me get you drunk to get the rest of it. Now, talk.”

      She took a large gulp of wine before answering. “He wants to pay for my club membership, so I don’t have to work there while going to school.” Sasha’s eyes bulged, and Cass shrugged. “He refused to take no for an answer.”

      “He’s paying your membership? With no strings attached?”

      “Yeah, do you believe that? I mean, it’s a lot of money.” Membership to The Covenant, one of the most elite BDSM clubs on the Gulf Coast of Florida, wasn’t cheap. “He said maybe we could play sometimes, but it wasn’t necessary for letting him pay my dues. He said it was a gift.”

      Sasha huffed. “Well, that’s good. Otherwise, it would be like you were his call-girl or something.”

      Cass hadn’t thought of it that way, but her friend was right. If play and sex had been a requirement, she never would’ve agreed to the arrangement. She’d had a hard-enough time consenting to it in the first place.

      “I just don’t get Doms sometimes,” the other sub continued. “I mean, you two were great together—you were just like every other happy couple in the place, so why wouldn’t Stefan sign a longer contract with you?”

      A fresh tear rolled down Cass’s cheek. “Because he means more to me than I will ever mean to him. He told me from the get-go that the contract would be month to month and our relationship wouldn’t go further than a simple D/s one. I was just stupid enough to go and fall in love with him.”

      Sasha reached over and patted Cass’s knee. “You weren’t stupid, girlfriend. Shit like this happens all the time. You can’t help it if you fell for a dumb-ass Dom. But you’ll get past it, and somewhere out there is a Dom who will deserve your love.”

      The problem was Cass couldn’t see herself falling for anyone other than the one man who didn’t want her love. For the first time since a few months after she’d joined The Covenant, she was afraid of the prospect of having to find a new Dom.
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        Five years earlier . . .

      

      

      Ian Sawyer eyed The Covenant’s new waitress, Cassandra. She was dressed in the outfit all the club’s female employees wore—a black bra and pleated mini-skirt, with a red and gold bow tie. On her feet were a simple pair of black, ballet-type slippers. She was nice, cute, and good at her job, but he was worried about her. She’d been working there for eleven weeks, and aside from the required basic classes for submissives, she’d yet to play with any of the available Doms. He knew several had approached her to negotiate a scene, but she’d politely yet effectively turned them down.

      Ian had given her time to settle in, but as the Dom-in-residence, it was up to him to figure out what was going on with the blonde sub. While he co-owned the club with his brother Devon and their cousin, Mitch, who also managed the place, Ian was more experienced and trained in the lifestyle than the other two men. Yesterday, Mitch had asked him to talk to Cassandra, since she didn’t have to interact with Ian as an employee on a regular basis. They didn’t want her to feel her job was in jeopardy if she wasn’t willing to play. However, from her initial interview for the cocktail waitress position, and her questions in the submissive’s class, they knew she was interested in exploring the lifestyle, but she didn’t seem to have the courage to take that final step. Ian would try to change that tonight.

      He watched as she dropped off a few drinks to two Masters and their subs, who were sitting in one of the lounging areas near the bar on the balcony level of the BDSM club. Before she could take any other orders, Ian strode over to intercept her. “Cassandra.”

      Her eyes dilated at his deep, rumbling voice as he approached, then her gaze dropped to the floor in submission. “Yes, Master Ian?”

      “Please leave your tray at the bar, then meet me in playroom number four.”

      “W-what, S-Sir?” Forgetting protocol, she now stared at him in confusion. “I don’t⁠—”

      His tone left no room for an argument. “That wasn’t a request, subbie. I’ll be there in five minutes and expect you to be in a perfect present position when I arrive.”

      “Y-yes, Sir.”

      He could hear the fear in her voice but didn’t address it at the moment. Ian wanted her off guard for their conversation—he’d found that when submissives were keeping something inside, emotionally, they tended to be more forthcoming with the truth about what was bothering them if they were caught by surprise.

      As she hurried to the waitress station at one end of the bar, with a few wary glances over her shoulder at him, Ian moved to the opposite end where Master Brody was drawing a draft beer. The club’s regular Wednesday night bartender was at the ER, getting his hand stitched up, after slicing it with a piece of broken glass ten minutes after starting his shift earlier, so Trident Security’s computer geek was filling in.

      Brody eyed him. “What’s up?”

      “I’m taking Cassandra off-duty early. Kimmy and Miranda can handle things now that people have started heading out.”

      Setting the glass of Guinness in front of the Dom who’d ordered it, Brody made certain no one else needed his attention before asking, “You gonna try to get in her head?”

      When Ian nodded, his friend continued. “She’s a sweet thing, hot as sin too, but something is definitely bugging her. I mean, she’s turned me down a bunch of times, with and without Marco joining us. What submissive does that?”

      “A smart one with taste.”

      With a snort and a chuckle, Brody shook his head and stepped over to where he was being flagged for another drink. “Keep it up, Boss-man. Just remember, I have access to all your passwords. The next time someone calls you, don’t be surprised if you have a new ringtone.”

      Ian wouldn’t put it past the guy, who was lucky his bosses and teammates at Trident Security knew his worth. They couldn’t kill him but would definitely find new ways to make him suffer. Of course, that would only result in some retaliation, but that was nothing new.

      Putting those thoughts aside, Ian headed for the grand staircase that led into the pit. A burly security guard stood sentry, holding a device that checked members’ ID cards. Alcoholic drinks ordered at the bar, or through one of the waitresses, were put on the members’ card, which were then scanned before entry to the scene areas was allowed. There was a two-drink maximum for anyone wishing to play, but most members preferred not to drink at all until after they were done scening for the night.

      Ian didn’t have a card to be scanned. The three owners had written the club rules together and practiced the way they preached. He’d only enjoyed two ounces of his favorite whiskey over ninety minutes ago, so he was still in the right frame of mind to mess with the submissive—something he loved to do. The psychological games of the BDSM lifestyle could be just as fun and satisfying as the physical ones.

      Dipping his chin once at the guard as he passed, Ian descended the stairs and greeted a few members along the way. After crossing over to the other side of the pit, he veered toward the hallway on the left where Playroom #4 was located. Marco DeAngelis, another one of his employees and teammates at Trident, was on dungeon monitor duty, stationed at the entrance to the hallway, and Ian stopped next to him. “Do me a favor and stand outside four. I want Cassandra to be assured that if she yells her safeword, you’ll step in and stop the scene. I’ll have her yell ‘red’ before I start. Just stick your head in.”

      “No problem. You going to mind-fuck her and find out what she’s hiding behind?”

      “Yeah. She’s had plenty of time to get comfortable and should’ve been playing by now. I think she wants to, but something’s holding her back. She’s scared to scene, for whatever reason, and unless we drag it out of her, she’s never going to move forward.” Ian walked down the hallway to the closed door of Playroom #4, with Marco beside him.

      “Think she was abused?”

      “Not sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find out someone’s fucked with her head, at the very least. I’ve seen her watching scenes, and you can tell she’s positively affected by most of them, but then she turns down every Dom that approaches her. It’s time to find out what’s going on in that mind of hers.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      Ian nodded, then opened the door and stepped inside, closing it behind him again. Cassandra was kneeling on the floor, her head bowed, her ass on the heels of her feet, and her hands palms up, on her thighs. While her positioning wasn’t perfect, it was pretty close. He walked around her, waiting to see if she’d look up at him, which she didn’t. She was definitely a submissive and had the instincts of a good one, but that was only the start.

      After a moment, he gently set his hand on the crown of her head and felt a shiver course through her. “Sit up straight, subbie.”

      She sat up a little higher, pushing her shoulders back, which thrust her breasts forward.

      “Good girl.”

      The playroom contained several custom-made pieces of BDSM apparatus, implements used to inflict pain and/or pleasure, and several cabinets used to store anything a Dom might need during a scene. The one thing missing in this particular playroom was a bed, and it was one of the reasons Ian had selected it. While he hoped he’d be playing with the sub in a little while and coaxing an orgasm or two from her, he wouldn’t be having sex with her at all. That wasn’t the point of this session. He’d take care of himself later.

      In one corner of the room, there was a comfortable, red, leather chair, and he pulled it over, placing it right in front of Cassandra. He removed several folded papers from the back pocket of his brown leathers, then took a seat, setting one boot-covered ankle on top of the opposite knee. “Now, it’s time we had a little talk, subbie. Eyes on me.”
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      Cassandra gulped, then slowly lifted her chin until her gaze met Master Ian’s. Her heart pounded as fear coursed through her—not of him, exactly, but of the unknown. Ever since he’d ordered her to come to this playroom, she’d been racking her brain, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong. Was she going to be fired or otherwise punished for some reason? Either way, she was worried.

      She knew from chatting with the club’s submissives and other employees, that Ian, Devon, and Mitch Sawyer were highly-respected Doms—meaning they would never harm a submissive, physically, emotionally, or psychologically. Now, hurting a sub safely, sanely, and consensually was a different story. On many nights, she’d witnessed the three unattached club owners play with different submissives. In fact, it was often the submissives who requested to scene with the Doms. She’d observed public scenes, where they had their submissives begging for release and, when the Doms allowed it, screaming as their orgasms crashed over them. How Cassandra wished she could be one of them, but she was afraid it would never happen.

      When she’d first heard about the waitstaff position at the year-old BDSM club through a friend of hers who was in the lifestyle, she’d been thrilled to learn it came with access to the club at a significant reduction in dues as a perk. She could work off her membership fee, still make some extra money, and explore the lifestyle to her content. So far, two out of three was all she’d managed. She’d gone through the basic submissive course, learning the protocols and simple types of play. She’d been spanked by a Dom-in-training, experienced some mild sensation play, and even had Master Marco demonstrate on her how to warm up a submissive’s skin with a flogger in preparation for a more intense scene. But none of that had included any sexual play—in other words, no one had drawn a climax from her, not that she’d expected them to be able to.

      At twenty-four years old, Cassandra had never had an orgasm before, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. She’d had several boyfriends over the years and had been sexually active since the age of eighteen, but she’d never experienced what made a woman scream out her lover’s name and have her body quake with sheer pleasure. She’d read numerous romance novels over the years, but that was as close to the big “O” as she’d ever gotten. After her first two boyfriends had complained she was unresponsive during sex, just lying there, she’d learned how to fake it. She’d found some websites that had romantic porn for women and studied their movements. She’d practiced in bed with her vibrator, which had always made her feel good but had never given her a real, mind-shattering orgasm. Her few boyfriends after that had apparently never known the difference when she bounced and squirmed and screamed their names at what seemed to be the appropriate time.

      Six months ago, Cassandra had come across a new book by her favorite author, Kristen Anders. All the woman’s previous books had been “vanilla”—a word Cassandra had been accustomed to in the romance genre—but this new one had centered around the BDSM lifestyle. She didn’t know why, but she’d been drawn to it almost immediately. At first, she’d just thought it was a fantasy world—it had been fiction after all—but during a conversation about the book with her friend Erica, Cassandra found out the lifestyle was real.

      Erica had explained that she and her longtime boyfriend had been in a D/s relationship for three years. She’d given Cassandra the links to several websites to check out and taken her to a munch, where newbies and those interested in learning more about the lifestyle could get answers to their questions from experienced Doms and subs. It was there Cassandra had heard about the waitstaff position she now held. Between her research and time at the club, she’d learned a lot, but she was still afraid to venture into any play that would become an embarrassment when the Dom she was with found out she couldn’t orgasm.

      “From what Master Mitch told me, during your job interview, you expressed a desire to immerse yourself into the lifestyle. This is your limit list.” He held up the familiar looking papers then scanned through them. “Nothing here too out of the ordinary. So, I’m curious why you haven’t accepted any scenes the Doms have approached you with. I know there have been plenty who have asked, offering a wide variety of play, but you’ve turned them all down. I could see if you wanted to avoid the sadists or the baby Doms, but it seems that everyone in between is not to your liking either. According to your list, you’re into men and not women, so it’s not that the wrong gender has been approaching you. So . . .” He let the pages fall to the floor next to him, then crossed his arms. “Tell me why you haven’t played yet.”

      Cassandra’s mouth was dry. She didn’t know what to say but was worried if she didn’t respond at all, she would be fired. “I-I don’t know, Sir.”

      Oh, yeah, that was a great answer, Cass. That won’t get you in trouble at all. At least you’re remembering to call him Sir.

      “Eyes on me, sub. Look away again, without my permission, and there will be consequences.”

      She hadn’t realized she was now staring at the toe of his one boot that remained on the floor, and she forced her gaze to return to his face. His chiseled jaw was covered with a scruffy shadow that only added to his good looks. He and his brothers had gotten their black hair and piercing blue eyes from their Irish ancestry. At six foot two, and in his mid to late thirties, Master Ian was a wall of solid muscle, and it was easy to imagine him in his days as a Navy SEAL with his honed physique. He was usually a very nice boss—strict though—but right now, as he gave her a Dom scowl that’d caused many submissives to quake in their stocking feet, Cassandra shivered under his scrutiny. “I-I’m so-sorry, Sir. Please don’t fire me.”

      Her eyes welled up, and she was embarrassed when the tears streaked down her face. She was reacting like a small child, and that wasn’t a normal response for her. Outside the club, she was confident and determined, but once she crossed the threshold into The Covenant, that all changed.

      She was surprised to see Master Ian’s glare soften as he stood and placed both hands on her shoulders. “Breathe, little one. Take a deep breath and let it out. Do it now . . . good. Again.” His fingers tapped against her upper back, emphasizing his command.

      She complied, then licked the salty tears from her lips.

      “Good, girl. And I can assure you, you’re not being fired. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression.” Sitting back down, he resumed his earlier position. “Now, I want you to yell your safeword—red.”

      Her still-wet eyes narrowed in confusion. “Sir?”

      “Yell your safeword,” he prompted.

      She had no idea why he wanted her to say it but did as she was told. “Red.”

      Master Ian rolled his eyes and dropped his elevated foot the floor with a resounding thump. “Louder, subbie.”

      “Red.”

      “Louder!” He leaned toward her, resting his forearms on his knees. “I’m doing something you don’t want me to do and you want everyone in club to know it. Your safeword, yell it! Now!”

      “Red!” she screamed.

      The door to the hallway flew open, and there stood Master Marco, one of tonight’s dungeon monitors. In addition to his black leather pants and boots, he wore a gold vest. His penetrating gaze zeroed in on her, clearly assessing the situation. “Are you okay, little subbie?”

      Cassandra glanced back and forth between the two men, bewildered about what was going on. “I-I think so, S-Sir. I-I don’t⁠—”

      Master Ian reached out and gently cupped her jaw, cutting off her words and bringing her attention back to him. “Master Marco will be outside the door the entire time you and I are in here. He’s there for one reason and one reason only. If you scream your safeword during our time together, he will burst in here, like he just did, and everything stops. You will not be in trouble at all for using your safeword. Understood?”

      “Y-yes . . . I mean, no, S-Sir.” She inhaled deeply and then tried to express herself better. “I mean, yes, I understand if I yell my safeword, Master Marco will come back in, but I still don’t understand why. I mean, why am I in here . . . with you?” She knew she was babbling but couldn’t help it. She really had no clue what was happening.

      Leaning back in the chair, Master Ian gave the other Dom a nod of his head. Master Marco stepped outside the door and shut it again.

      Master Ian’s gaze grew more intense as it pinned Cassandra in place. “Because, unless you say your safeword, we’re going to play, little subbie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra gulped. “P-play?”

      Master Ian ignored her question. “I assume you’ve had some sexual experiences before now, correct?”

      She stiffened, like a deer caught in headlights. Really? Did he just ask if I’m a virgin or am I imagining things?

      “I won’t repeat myself, subbie. If you can’t stay focused on my questions and provide me with a prompt, intelligent answer, I’ll start tallying up your offenses for a punishment later.”

      Oh, shit! “Um, sorry, Sir. I was caught off guard.” When he just raised his eyebrows and glared at her, she hurried to continue. “I’m not a virgin, if that’s what you’re asking, Sir.”

      “Tell me about your experiences.”

      What? She shook her head. “Um, I’m sorry, but what exactly do you want to know, Sir?”

      “You’ve had what? One long-term relationship, several boyfriends, a bunch of one-night stands, or a combination of all three?”

      She fought the urge to look away from his intense gaze—he was serious about those punishments. “A combination, I guess, but only one one-night stand. None of my relationships ever worked out.”

      “And why is that?”

      Her shoulders hitched up to her ears. “I-I don’t know, Sir. We just weren’t compatible.”

      His head tilted as he studied her, and then his voice softened. “Were you ever sexually assaulted, Cassandra?”

      “No, Sir.” Her response had been immediate. Thankfully, that was one issue she’d never had to deal with, although she knew several women who’d gone through the horror of being sexually assaulted or harassed.

      “Good, I’m glad to hear that.”

      He paused, and the sudden silence in the room unsettled her. Several moments passed before he asked, “Have you ever had an orgasm, Cassandra?”

      Oh, God, she didn’t want to talk about that. It was so embarrassing. There she was, in a private room, dressed in a skimpy outfit, with a gorgeous Dom, and he wanted her to admit she’d never come in her life?

      “Eyes on me, sub. That’s five.”

      Her gaze flew to his. She hadn’t even realized it’d shifted again until he’d mentioned it. Her lip quivered, and tears flowed down her cheeks again. She sniffled and inwardly cursed. All her life, she’d been an ugly crier, and she could only imagine what the Dom thought of her right now. “I-I’m sorry, Sir. I-I can’t talk about this.”

      Instead of responding, Master Ian stood and strode over to one of the cabinets. When he returned, he had a dark red scarf in his hands. Stepping behind her, he placed the material over her eyes and tied the ends behind her head. She startled when she felt him kneel behind her and straddle her calves. His hands grasped her shoulders and gently pulled until her back impacted his hard chest.

      “Shh, little one.” His low, sexy voice sent shivers down her spine. “Relax.”

      His hands caressed her arms down to her wrists and back up to her shoulders before repeating the motions. Goosebumps peppered her skin as it warmed under his touch. He pushed her long, blonde hair out of his way, and his lips found the soft column of her neck. He kissed his way upward. Cassandra inhaled sharply as a stirring started in her core. While it was something she’d felt many times before, nothing ever became of it. But this time it was different. This time it was with a Dom who could do all the things she’d dreamed of, if only she was bold enough to let him.

      Master Ian’s heated breath teased her ear. “There are no right or wrong answers to my questions, Cassandra. I’m trying to help you, but I can’t do that if you refuse to answer me. Normally, I’d be adding to the punishment, but I don’t think that’s what you need. You’re a beautiful woman, and any Dom would be lucky to win your heart. That Dom isn’t me, but I’m willing to help you get past whatever it is that’s holding you back. If we stay like this and talk, will you have the courage to answer me?”

      With her sight gone, her other senses were on high alert. Her skin tingled with anticipation. What would Master Ian do next? She knew the reason he’d said he wasn’t the Dom who would win her heart—many D/s relationships had nothing to do with love, and he didn’t want her thinking he was offering more than he was willing to give. By not being able to see him though, it was making it easier to talk to him. For some reason, her fear was ebbing—in fact, she was getting seriously turned on. “I-I think so, Sir.”

      “Good girl.” He nipped her ear, and her clit began to throb in time with her elevated heart rate. “Now, I asked you a question earlier, subbie, and this time I expect a truthful answer. Have you ever had an orgasm?”

      “Not really, Sir.”

      She felt him smile against her neck. “That means no. Your boyfriends were very selfish if they never took the time to pleasure you.”

      “Th-they tried, Sir. I don’t think it was their fault. Most of them, at least. Some of them told me I was a cold fish in bed.” He growled against her skin—clearly, he didn’t like hearing that. “But maybe I am, because I’m definitely not the wildcat they apparently wanted. I guess I’m just incapable of having orgasms.”

      “I highly doubt that’s true, and I’d like the opportunity to prove you and them wrong. Will you let me?”

      Would she? Part of her wanted to take him up on his offer, while the other part was afraid this would be her last chance to feel like a normal woman. If she failed to orgasm this time, she’d probably spend the rest of her life not knowing what it was like to fly into utter bliss. Should she turn over her mind and body to this sensual Dom whose tongue, lips, and teeth were currently grazing against her shoulder, making her want to beg for more? “I’m scared to, Sir.”

      “You may be scared, Cassandra, but you’re also turned on. I can smell your intoxicating scent from here.”

      Well, damn, she’d been hoping he hadn’t noticed that.

      His hands ran slowly down her arms to her sides until they stopped at her hips. He clutched her flesh, digging his fingertips into her. It didn’t hurt, but instead, it made her feel restrained in a way. Her breathing increased, and a soft moan escaped her.

      “Will you let me pleasure you? There will be no intercourse—I want nothing from you but the opportunity to make you come.”

      Damn, his words alone were bringing her closer to the edge. Could this work? Could she finally experience what the other female submissives had at the hands of their Doms? There was only one way to find out. “Yes, Sir.”

      “Yes, Sir, what?”

      She licked her lips and swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir, please make me come.”

      His lips brushed against her temple. “It will be my honor. But tell me something first. What scenes turn you on the most when you’re walking around the club?”

      That was easy. “The ones where the submissives are restrained, Sir.”

      Her hair was moved from one shoulder to the other, and his mouth gave the newly exposed flesh the same treatment the other side had gotten. “That’s a broad range. Have you ever been restrained, to the point you couldn’t move at all and you were completely at someone’s mercy?”

      Nope, she hadn’t been. She’d asked a few boyfriends she’d trusted to tie her up, but she’d never given them complete control over her—she could’ve easily gotten out of the scarves she’d had them use to restrain her wrists. In all her recent fantasies, however, she was tied down—legs, arms, and torso—to the point she couldn’t move and had to take whatever her Dom gave her. Even now, the thought was making her wetter than she’d been a few moments ago. Never had she come this close to begging a man to fuck her into oblivion, and all they’d done, so far, was just talk. “No, Sir.”

      “Is that a green for tonight’s play? Restraining you until you can’t move at all—until you can’t stop me from doing whatever I want unless you say your safeword?” When she hesitated, he added, “Remember, Master Marco is still right outside that door. You’re safe with me. If you yell red, I’ll immediately stop and untie you, and then we’ll talk about what went wrong. But if you don’t, I’m going to do everything in my power to make you shatter under my touch.”

      Cassandra panted as her heart threatened to beat out of her chest. Oh, God, I’m really going to do this!

      He’d left her no choice but to surrender her body, which was yearning for what he’d proposed. “Y-yes, Sir. I’d like that very much. And I’m okay with being restrained, Sir.”

      “Thank you for trusting me, Cassandra. I won’t be doing anything to you tonight that’s not on your green or yellow list, but if you’re not comfortable with something you thought you’d like to try, then say the word yellow. I’ll slow down and then we’ll discuss it before moving forward. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir.” The green levels of play are things she’d done before or wanted to do without reservations. The yellow ones were activities she was interested in but unsure whether she’d like them or not. Reds were things she had no desire to try.

      He moved away from her, and from the sound of creaking leather, she assumed he’d risen. “Leave the scarf over your eyes and give me your hand.” She lifted her arm until he grasped her hand. “Stand.”

      With his help, she got to her feet, and then he turned her until she was facing in the other direction. Without letting go of her hand, he said, “Take four steps forward.”

      Once she stopped, he set her hands on a leather-covered piece of equipment—it was probably the spanking bench she’d seen when she’d first walked into the room. A shiver ran down her spine.

      “Strip, subbie, and place your clothing on the bench in front of you, neatly folded. Then present for me—feet shoulder-width apart and hands behind your head, elbows back. Leave the blindfold on.”

      Her hands shook—not from the embarrassment of undressing in front of Master Ian, but the fact the action would take her one step closer to hopefully achieving what she’d thought was impossible.

      As she removed her skirt, bra, thong, slippers, and bowtie, she heard him moving about the room, opening and closing several cabinets and drawers. After she was completely naked, and her clothes were folded in a pile in front of her, she spread her feet a little wider and clasped her hands together just above her nape.

      “Good girl.” He shuffled about the room, and around the edges of the silk scarf, she tried unsuccessfully to see what he was doing. “Take a step forward and climb on the bench.”

      Her clothes had been moved away. Master Ian’s hands guided her until she was lying prone on top of the bench, her knees and elbows bent and resting on padded shelves. “Relax, little one.”

      “I’m trying to, Sir.”

      She heard the ripping of Velcro and felt him bind her right arm down, just above her wrist. Seconds later, the same was done to her left. Both times, he slid his finger under the strap to make certain it wasn’t too tight. She tugged on the restraints, testing them. While her circulation wasn’t being cut off, she also couldn’t pull her hands free. Next, her calves and thighs were bound in a similar fashion.

      “Let me know if you feel any tingling or pain in your hands or feet.”

      “Yes, Sir. They feel fine.”

      Finally, two wider straps crossed over her upper and lower back. The only things she could move were her head, hands, and feet, and she could just wiggle her hips a fraction in all directions. Instead of feeling trapped, Cassandra felt free. She couldn’t explain it if she tried, but a sense of Zen flowed over her.

      Master Ian’s hand ran up her thigh and over the curve of her ass. She squirmed under his touch.

      Smack! His hand had come down hard on her butt check.

      “Ouch!” It’d stung, but her response had been more from the unexpected slap and sound than the actual pain.

      He growled softly. “Quiet, subbie. From here on, the only words I want to hear from your pretty mouth are ‘yes, Sir’ and ‘no, Sir’ if I ask you a question, or your safewords. Do not move your hips at all. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      His hand resumed its gentle grazing up her back, past her scapulas. The parts of her skin that were exposed rejoiced at his touch. He surprised her when he kneaded her shoulders and neck like a masseur. “Relax, Cassandra. Take a deep breath and let it out slowly . . . good. Again.”

      As she started to feel as if she were floating, he rolled something sharp along her upper arm, over her shoulder, and down the exposed areas of her back. Her mind warred with the pleasure/pain she was experiencing. It hurt, but it didn’t.

      “This is a Wartenberg wheel—it’s used in sensation play.” The pointy pins rolled over her ass cheek and down her thigh to her knee, before going up the other leg. “Are you still green, subbie?”

      “Y-yes, Sir.” She was more than green.

      As the wheel rolled up the opposite side of her torso, Master Ian’s other hand dropped between her legs. She gasped when his fingers brushed against her sex. The fact that she couldn’t stop what he was doing to her by pulling away turned her on even more.

      “Mmm. You’re getting nice and wet for me. That’s a good start, but you’ll be dripping soon.”

      He ran his fingers through her folds before moving further to her clit. The little nub was already swollen, and she couldn’t help it when she bucked her hips—not that they got far. She almost cried out when his hand and the wheel left her body.

      “That’s five more, subbie.”

      Before she had a chance to think about his words, his hand lit up her backside. Each strike landed on a different area on her ass cheeks and sit spots. After every other one, he held his hand against her skin, and she felt the heat infuse her flesh and spread. The pain was exquisite—something she’d never experienced before in her life. When he reached ten, he didn’t pause before plunging his fingers into her pussy. He’d been right—she was now dripping for him. It was amazing the difference between her past lovers and this dominant man who clearly knew his way around a woman’s body. Her body and mind didn’t even have a chance to process what she wanted him to do next before he was already doing it.

      “You were made to be fucked properly, subbie. Those wimps didn’t take the time to read your body’s reactions like I’m doing now. I can feel the walls of your cunt trembling with the need to release all that pent-up sexual frustration. It’s coming soon, I promise.”

      His dirty words spun through her mind, and her panting grew harder. She could feel a tightness rising within her, waiting to burst.

      She heard something snap and felt cool liquid drip between the crack of her still burning ass cheeks. While two fingers fucked her pussy, a thumb rubbed her clit and another finger played with her little asshole.

      “Have you ever been taken back here, subbie?”

      The thought of him fucking her ass scared and excited her at the same time. She gripped the padded arms of the bench, trying not to shift her hips away. He hadn’t done anything to harm her, and she still had her safeword. But the need to explode under his touch was far greater than the urge to yell out the word red. From his tone, it was evident Master Ian knew what her answer would be, but like a good sub should, she responded anyway. “No, Sir.”

      “Relax your ass. I’m only going to use one finger—nothing more. I want to give the nerves in there a little taste of what it’ll be like when either I or someone else takes you there. With the right preparation, you’ll fucking love it. But for now, just a little pressure. Are you ready for me to send you over the edge?”

      Cassandra felt like she was being drawn up into a tornado. Her surroundings, body, and mind were spinning out of control. She couldn’t hold back if she tried. This was it—the orgasm she’d been dreaming of. “Oh, God! Yes, Sir!”

      “Then come for me.” He simultaneously thrust into her, pressed down on her clit, and pushed his finger against the tight ring of her anus.

      She exploded into a ball of heated passion, followed by wave after wave of pleasure coursing through her. She involuntarily screamed as his fingers drew out her climax, then sought to pull a second one from her body. Cassandra hadn’t thought it was possible, but he managed to do just that. “That’s a good girl—squirting all over my hand.”

      His words might’ve made her feel embarrassed if she hadn’t been floating on cloud nine. As her mind buzzed and she gasped for air, all her muscles went lax. The only reasons she didn’t slide off the bench into a puddle of goo were the straps and Master Ian’s hands, which slowed and then stopped.

      As she descended back to Earth, he gently kissed the back of her head. “Welcome to The Covenant, subbie. I think you’re ready to start playing with the other Doms, hmm?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present . . .

      

      

      “Damn it! Where the fuck are they?” Using a pair of hi-tech binoculars, Stefan scanned the vast Gulf of Mexico from the open side door of a Coast Guard Search and Rescue (SAR) helicopter. His team was looking for four souls who’d been aboard a small plane that’d gone down over twenty minutes ago. Air traffic controllers at Tampa International Airport had intercepted the mayday call from the pilot less than a minute before the 2006 four-seater Cessna 172 Skyhawk had disappeared from the radar. It was reported that two young children and their parents had been onboard the plane. Stefan hoped like hell they found them soon, but it was like looking for four eyelashes in a swimming pool. There hadn’t been any signal from an emergency locator transmitter (ELT) so far. While all planes were required by the NTSB—National Transportation Safety Board—to have them, they weren’t one hundred percent reliable. Sometimes, they failed to activate, and SAR crews were left struggling to find signs of life in the water like Stefan and his team were now. Several boats and aircraft were also on the way to the last known coordinates, but their helo had gotten there ahead of the rest.

      Normally, as a lieutenant commander, Stefan wouldn’t have been up in the air—his promotion last year usually had him running things from the Sector Command Center (SCC) at USCG Sector St. Petersburg now. He was a shift commander for the Incident Management Division, which directed and controlled the response to emergency situations including SAR coordination, pollution incidents, marine casualties, terrorism, natural and terrorist disaster relief, and marine firefighting, among other events. However, today, he’d decided to go up with this crew, observing their training mission out of Clearwater, home to the largest and busiest Air Station in the Coast Guard. There were days he missed being on SAR missions—missed the adrenaline rush—so occasionally he’d head out with one of the teams. A new rescue swimmer (RS), had recently been transferred to their base after graduating from the USCG Aviation Survivalman "A" School and Emergency Medical Technician school. Stefan had been watching as Ensign Darren Jacoby had been put through his paces by Master Chief Josh Graves when the call for a real rescue had come in. Their chopper had been the closest to the area where the aircraft had gone down, so Stefan had ordered the pilots to head toward the coordinates. He then used his headset to contact the operations center to let them know he and the crew were responding.

      The rescue was the first thing all day to get Stefan’s mind completely off Cassie—something that had been impossible most days lately. He’d been hoping to see her at the club last night, but she hadn’t been there—probably swamped with schoolwork. He was still at a loss over the fact she’d declined to re-sign their contract three weeks ago. Everything had been going well, or at least he’d thought they’d been. He’d been more than willing to schedule playtime around her shifts at the hospital, classes, and schoolwork. She wasn’t the first sub he’d had a D/s relationship with that’d lasted for more than a few weeks or months, but Stefan had been the one to end all the others.

      Hmm. Is that it? Am I upset things didn’t end on my terms for once? Or is there something more to it?

      After his shift ended today, he needed to stop by The Covenant and talk to Mitch about which subs were available to help him with the Shibari class. He’d been putting it off, but the class started a week from Monday, and he wanted to practice with his new assistant at least once or twice before then. Unfortunately, he had little desire to use anyone other than Cassie, and that fact was driving him nuts. While he wouldn’t be willing to start another contracted D/s relationship—not yet—he did need a sub in order to demonstrate to the Doms in the class the proper way to wrap their subs up in ropes. Whoever ended up being his assistant would be compensated for their time by the club’s owners, as Cassie had been during the first class he’d taught earlier in the year. While Stefan had volunteered his time, Mitch Sawyer had insisted the sub be paid since the class was on Monday and Tuesday nights when the club was usually closed.

      Cassie had always looked so good with Stefan’s ropes enveloping her, sometimes from head to toe. He would’ve just barely started, but after the second or third knot, she’d already be in subspace. He’d never questioned her need for the ropes, that would’ve been too personal, something he avoided in his relationships over the last few years. Maybe it was for the best that Cass had ended things. He’d gotten too comfortable around her. During the last few months of their contracted relationship, one or two times per week, she’d stayed the night at his townhouse after they’d spent an evening playing. Stefan had awakened more than once on other mornings, reaching for her before realizing she wasn’t there. A full-time relationship wasn’t something he needed or wanted—maybe someday, but right now, his life was devoted to the Guard.

      “Commander! Life raft in the water, two o’clock!” yelled the flight mechanic, Ensign Doyle Peters, who was perched next to Stefan, causing him to adjust the direction of his binoculars. Sure enough, there was a bright, yellow raft, with two adults and two children wearing orange life vests and waving wildly at their soon-to-be rescuers. Thank God. There was no sign of the plane, but between the currents it could’ve been caught up in and the amount of time since it’d gone down, Stefan hadn’t expected it to be near its former occupants. As long as they were safe, the plane no longer mattered.

      The pilot, Lieutenant Vito LeBlanc, and his female co-pilot, Lieutenant Junior Grade Jodi Ziegler, acknowledged they also saw the raft, and the helo banked in that direction before dropping in altitude. Graves and Jacoby were already prepared to jump from the open side doors of the aircraft as soon as it was low enough. LeBlanc positioned the big bird in a hover over the waves, just far enough away from the raft so it wouldn’t get caught in the rotors’ downdraft. The water was choppy enough already, with the raft rocking back and forth, and they didn’t want to add more to it. Once Peters gave him the hand signal, Graves jumped out, feet first, arms crossed over his chest, a split second before Jacoby did the same. When they hit the water, they slipped under for a moment, then resurfaced and swam toward the raft, using strong strokes and the flippers on their feet. Stefan watched as the highly trained crew did what they did best. Ironically, the operation was similar to what he would’ve observed them doing during the practice run, had it not been interrupted.

      Once the rescue swimmers had reached the survivors, the helo gained some altitude, and LeBlanc repositioned it directly over the raft. Widening the distance from the water to the aircraft would result in a reduction in the strength of the downdraft, but it also increased the time the survivors would be in midair. It was one of those damned either way actions.

      As the hoist line was lowered, Jacoby removed his flippers and climbed into the raft with the family. With the father’s help, he got the little girl, who looked about five years old, into a child-sized harness, while her mother and slightly older brother waited their turns.

      Graves kept a watchful eye on his new swimmer’s actions. A storm was rolling in, dark clouds blocking out the sun. The wind had picked up, making the waves larger and more frequent, rocking the raft harder, and it took about two minutes for them to get the crying girl ready. It was clear she was terrified, and Stefan’s heart broke for her.

      Once she was secured in the harness, Jacoby attached her to his own harness before clipping them both onto the hoist line. Looking skyward, he gave Peters a thumbs up. Slowly, the winch lifted them into the air. They maintained a steady pace, and it wasn’t too long before they were level with the floor of the helicopter. Stefan helped the flight mechanic pull them onboard and unhook the girl from Jacoby so he could head back down for the next person.

      Stefan wrapped the wet, shivering, and sobbing girl in a trauma blanket, then buckled her into one of the seats in the rear of the helo. He did his best to comfort her, which was hard to do over the noise of the thundering rotors. But he doubted she would settle down before the rest of her family was brought onboard and they were back on dry land. Five minutes later, he repeated the process with the boy, who yelled that his name was Tommy Fischer and he was seven years old. He also told Stefan his sister’s name was Emma.

      Next up was their mother, Ruby. When Stefan tried to put a blanket around her, she threw her arms around him, thanking him profusely. Or at least he thought that’s what she was saying. Between her sobs and the rotors, he couldn’t really hear her. Once he had her secured next to her children, he turned his attention back to the last survivor being brought up. After Mark Fischer and Jacoby were safely onboard, the hoist line descended one more time for Graves.

      While Jacoby got Mr. Fischer secured into a seat, Stefan moved back to the open door and watched the master chief make his assent. The storm was almost upon them, with lightening flashing through the sky. The wind was getting even worse, causing Graves to spin faster and sway harder below the helo. They needed to get him onboard fast and head back toward the coast. None of them wanted to be caught in the middle of a thunderstorm if it could be avoided.

      Graves was almost level with the door when there was a loud bang and the winch suddenly jolted. The cable he was attached to snapped harshly and then began to unravel. The man’s eyes ballooned as he realized he was about to fall about three or four stories. Stefan dove onto the floor, partially out the door, and grabbed onto Graves’ arm just before he was out of reach. The master chief managed to clasp onto Stefan’s arm at the same time. Not a moment too soon, either, as the cable completely split in two. The only thing keeping Graves from falling and slamming onto the surface of the water like a ton of bricks was Stefan’s grip.

      A heavy weight crashed onto his legs and hips, and Stefan realized it was Jacoby. The rookie was preventing him from being dragged out of the helo. Peters was hooked onto a safety line and moved out onto the skid to try to grab Graves. Stefan’s strained right arm and shoulder were screaming in pain, but there was no way he was letting go of the other man. The master chief’s gaze met his, pure confidence in his expression that his LC wasn’t going to let him fall. Stefan hoped he wouldn’t fail him.

      Lightening flashed across the darkening skies, and the air crackled around them, as Peters leaned down and, after several tries, managed to get ahold of the harness strap on Graves’s shoulder. Working together, the two men hauled the master chief up and into the helo. He collapsed onto the floor next to Stefan, both breathing heavily. Stefan hesitantly moved his shoulder, making sure it was still in its socket.

      After a moment, Graves burst out laughing and slapped Stefan on his uninjured, left shoulder. He yelled to be heard. “Thanks, LC! Good to know you’re still quick on the draw! Drinks are on me tonight!”

      Stefan chuckled as he rolled to his knees. He massaged his aching shoulder and arm. “I’m holding you to that, Master Chief! And it better be the good stuff!” Up front, both pilots were looking over their shoulders at the rest of the crew and the survivors. Stefan gave them a thumbs up. “Let’s head home!”

      Thirty minutes later, they were back on land and the Fischer family had been loaded into two ambulances and had probably already arrived at Largo Medical Center to be checked out. The mechanics at the air station had pulled the helicopter into a hanger, out of the rain, so they could try to figure out what’d happened to the winch. Several officers had arrived and started the investigation process. Each member of the SAR crew and Stefan would have to give detailed reports. Hopefully, the incident wasn’t due to human error. Every inch of the SAR helicopters and the equipment on board were routinely checked for wear and tear, but nothing was ever one hundred percent safe. Shit happened, and all they could do was pray no one was hurt or killed as a result.

      While talking to his superior, Captain George Lowe, the Sector Commander, Stefan rubbed his left shoulder and arm. They ached, and he felt a tingling in his fingers. Oddly, his right arm and shoulder were the ones he’d strained to the limit, saving the master chief. Maybe he’d hurt his left side when he’d landed on the floor of the helo. Some Tylenol or Aleve should help.

      “Stefan, you okay?” Lowe asked suddenly, eying him in concern. “You look pale.”

      “I’m fine, Captain.” Actually, he didn’t feel fine. In fact, a wave of dizziness came over him, and he swayed on his feet. A crushing pain flared under his ribs, to the left of his sternum, and Stefan clutched his chest. He heard shouts, however, they sounded far away. He tried to focus but found it impossible. A buzzing noise started and intensified in his ears as sweat beaded on his forehead. Stefan took one, maybe two steps before his legs gave out. He hit his knees a moment before his world faded to black.
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      Cassandra pushed the portable electrocardiogram machine out of the elevator and down a long hallway. As part of her job description as a cardiac rehab tech, she was scheduled to cover one Saturday and an alternate Sunday shift per month, doing the daily EKGs doctors had ordered for their patients who’d been admitted. She was also on-call for any emergencies, which was why she was heading to the ER right now. Her beeper had gone off when she’d been finishing up in the surgical ICU, signaling they needed her on the first floor. Once she was done there, she’d return to cardiology and leave the stack of EKG printouts for review by the on-call doctor, who would be in around 1:00 p.m. She would need to go through the hospital’s computer system to see if any of the patients had had the tests done at the hospital before for any reason. If they had, she’d pull the file for the cardiologist, so he could compare the past readings with the current one. If the patient had never had an EKG at Largo Medical Center before, then she’d make a new file for them. The paperwork and data entry could be mundane, but she liked the other aspects of her job. Interacting with patients was what she enjoyed the most and was what had influenced Cass to return to school to get her nursing degree. Between work and school, the next two years were going to be hectic, but she was looking forward to it. Thankfully, she’d already gotten her associate degree in liberal arts a few years ago, so the basic classes needed for her bachelors were already taken care of.

      Entering the ER, she found it bustling, busier than usual for 11:00 on a Saturday morning. It’d been quieter when Cass had been called down earlier for an elderly woman who’d been having trouble breathing. However, right before she’d left to finish her rounds upstairs, two ambulances had pulled up with a family of four who’d apparently been in a small plane that had crashed into the Gulf of Mexico. Thankfully, none of them had seemed badly injured—just some bumps and bruises. Now, Cass could see the parents sitting in chairs in the isolation room where their children lay on gurneys. The ER staff had probably put them in the rarely used two-bed room just so they could be together.

      Meanwhile, nurses, doctors, techs, and orderlies were either taking care of the numerous other patients they had or tackling the massive amount of paperwork and computer data entry that was required for each one. Currently, there was a lot of activity in the trauma room, but Cass wouldn’t go in there unless they requested her. Checking the nurses’ station, she found three orders for EKGs in their assigned slot in a file sorter. Two patients were in the general, non-critical section, while the third was in the Urgent Care room. The latter would be her first patient.

      She had to wait for two EMTs with an empty gurney to pass before pushing her machine into Urgent Care. There were five beds in this area, and only two of them were occupied. In the last cubicle on the right, through an open curtain, she noticed the woman she’d tested earlier that morning was still there. Cass was glad to see she seemed to be breathing much easier and was either sleeping or relaxing with her eyes closed. Cass’s current patient was two cubicles over.

      Two men were standing outside the closed curtain, talking in low voices, so no one could overhear them. One was wearing the Coast Guard’s Operational Dress Uniform—ODU—of navy-blue cargo pants and a matching button-down, short-sleeved shirt. The other man had on an orange jumpsuit that Cass knew the Search and Rescue team members wore. Both men stood over six-feet tall and were quite handsome, but they didn’t come close to how hot Master Stefan looked in his CG uniform. She’d seen him wearing his ODU on a few occasions and once in formal dress. The man was drool-worthy in whatever he wore, but never more than in his uniforms. Okay, scratch that. His club leathers topped everything. His bad-boy Dom look made her heart beat faster than his clean-cut, military look. And, damn it, now she was daydreaming about Sir again—the man she loved who didn’t love her back.

      Get a grip, Cass. You’ve got work to do.

      She steered her machine toward the two men, who stopped talking and eyed her. Pasting on a smile, Cass said, “Hi, I need to take an EKG, if you don’t mind waiting in the hallway. It’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Sure,” the man in the ODU responded with a smile. “Take good care of the LC. He’s a bit grumpy at the moment—he hates hospitals—but having a pretty woman like you working on him will have him feeling better in no time.”

      His kind expression and tone told her he’d meant the compliment in a good way and not salaciously. He wasn’t hitting on her, but instead, just making conversation, probably out of worry for his coworker or friend.

      Cass looked at him quizzically. “LC?”

      “Lieutenant Commander.”

      “Ah.” Actually, she’d known that. Master Stefan was a lieutenant commander in the Coast Guard, and in informal settings, people sometimes called him LC or just Commander. They couldn’t call him lieutenant anymore, since his promotion, even though it was part of his title, because that was a lower rank. A few people had made that mistake at the club and had been corrected by those who’d been in the military or still were.

      “Okay, well, I’ll do my best to have the LC in a better mood before I leave. Does he like knock-knock jokes?” She’d added that last part after realizing her comment could have alluded something inappropriate would be happening behind the closed curtain.

      Both men chuckled, and the one in the jumpsuit pulled the curtain back for her. “Give it a shot—you never know.”

      Lying on the gurney was a man with a sheet covering his legs and hips. A hospital gown lay on top of that, as if he’d taken it off and thrown it there. An oxygen mask concealed his mouth and nose, while an IV catheter had been inserted into his right hand. A monitor above him beeped steadily as it displayed his oxygen saturation, respiration and heart rates, and blood pressure. Three EKG leads were attached to stickers on his chest—his very well-defined chest that was just as taut as his washboard abs. Damn, the man was fit.

      Not surprisingly, he didn’t move when Cass closed the curtains. His eyes were shut, and there was a good chance he was sleeping, so she moved quietly around the cubicle. After plugging the portable machine into an outlet in the wall behind him, Cass found the order for his EKG among the three she’d set aside. She glanced at the name so she could compare it to the one on the wristband he was wearing, to make certain she had the correct patient.

      “Oh my God!” Her gaze flew to the man’s face. It couldn’t be . . . but now that she really looked at his face, it was him. Just to be sure, she eyed the tattoos on his left upper arm. Her heart clenched when she realized they were the ones she’d seen every time he’d gone shirtless at the club or at his place. The top one was an eagle, American flag, and anchor montage with USCG in block lettering. Below that, over his thick bicep, was another tattoo of a knotted rope that encircled his arm.

      Her gaze returned to his face as she gently set her hand on his right forearm. “Master Stefan?”

      His eyelids lifted, and he blinked a few times. He had been asleep, and she’d woken him. “Cassie?”

      His voice was muffled from the mask. Reaching up, he pulled it away from his mouth and nose and tucked it below his chin. Despite the extra oxygen, there was an ashen appearance to his skin she hadn’t noticed right away.

      “What’re you doing here?” His voice was raspy, and he cleared his throat.

      “I was just going to ask you that, Sir. W-what happened?” Even though they weren’t in a D/s situation, Cass had immediately reverted to using the proper title with him, since she’d rarely seen or spoken to him outside of the club or his townhouse when they were playing. Old habits die hard.

      Sir shifted on the thin mattress. “Can you lift the back of this thing up for me?”

      “I can, after I do an EKG, but tell me why you’re here? What’s wrong?” Without waiting for him to answer, she scanned the paper she still held. Under his name, date of birth, and some other information was the section that said why the test had been ordered.

      
        
        Possible MI.

      

      

      Oh shit. MI stood for myocardial infarction, otherwise known as a heart attack! Master Stefan was too young and healthy for that, wasn’t he? But Cass knew from experience that cardiac disease didn’t discriminate. Her father had died from an MI at the age of thirty-nine. Her uncle had passed away from the same thing, three years later, at the same age his older brother had been.

      A shiver shot through her. The thought of the handsome, vibrant man in front of her dying scared the hell out of her.
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        * * *

      

      When he’d opened his eyes, Stefan had experienced a fleeting thought he was dead, and a stunning angel was welcoming him into the afterlife. Even in hospital scrubs, with her hair up in a ponytail, and wearing minimal makeup, Cassandra Myers was still one of the sexiest women he’d ever known.

      After moving to Tampa and passing the background checks to join The Covenant, he’d spent over a year or so playing with different submissives, getting to know them and seeing how they responded to his ropes. Cassie had been his favorite, even though it’d been understood there would be no strings attached—no pun intended.

      They’d always played at the club or his townhouse. In fact, he’d never gone to her apartment nor out on a date with her. No dinner in restaurants or movies or non-sexual things other couples did. The closest they’d ever come to an actual date was dinner at his place, then some playtime with a few orgasms, followed by aftercare while watching TV. And now, for the first time since they’d signed their initial contract, he was regretting keeping her at arm’s length. He missed his little pixie.

      Fear flashed across her face when she read something on the paper she was holding, and he tried to reassure her he was perfectly fine. Rolling his eyes, he sighed. “It’s nothing serious, Cassie, just indigestion or something. No big deal. I’m sure I’ll be discharged as soon as the doctor gets a chance to fill out the paperwork.”

      The expression on her face told him she didn’t believe him any more than the emergency room doctor had during his examination when he’d basically told him the same thing. It hadn’t helped that Stefan’s blood pressure had been 210/130 at the time—far higher than his average 110/70. The physician had ordered a nurse to give Stefan a tiny nitroglycerin pill, and it hadn’t been long before the pain shooting through his chest and down his arm had dissipated. His blood pressure had dropped to more reasonable numbers as well.

      Stefan wasn’t stupid. If his symptoms hadn’t been cardiac related, the nitro wouldn’t have done a damn thing to relieve them. He just didn’t want to face what that meant. If he was having heart trouble, his career was at stake.

      “Sir—”

      “It’s Stefan while we’re here, Cassie, and I’m fine. Do what you have to do.”

      Her lips pursed, and after a moment’s hesitation, she turned toward her machine and proceeded to set up for the test. As she put stickers with silver knobs on them onto specific spots on his chest, he studied her and tried to ignore how good it felt to have her touch him, even though she was being professionally clinical about it. Not knowing the difference, his cock twitched, and he willed the bastard not to respond.

      “How’s nursing school going?” Yeah, he was making routine small talk, but he really did miss her. While he’d paid for her membership at The Covenant, he hadn’t seen her there since her last shift as a waitress a little over a week ago. Mitch, Devon, and Ian had gotten a good-luck cake to celebrate her last night and new adventure. They’d also given her an eyebrow-raising monetary gift to put towards her tuition.

      She glanced at him in surprise. “Um . . . it’s going well. I like it.”

      “What courses are you taking this semester?”

      “Since I’m going at night, I only have three classes—Intro to Biology, Intro to Nursing, and Biochemistry. A lot of my basic courses are out of the way from my associate degree, but there are a few I need to take before I can start clinicals because they would’ve been part of my first year if I was starting from scratch. I’ll be able to start clinicals next semester.”

      “Great. That’s—that’s good to hear. I have to admit, I miss⁠—”

      His pretty pixie spun back toward the machine on wheels. “Sorry, Sir—Stefan—but I need you to be quiet for a moment—breath normally and don’t move.”

      “Uh . . . sure.”

      If he hadn’t been mistaken, there had been a flash of pain in her eyes before she’d pivoted away from him. He wondered what was bothering her, but when she glanced back at him, her expression was blank. Maybe he’d been mistaken. After letting out a sigh, he did as she’d requested.

      Cassie pushed a few buttons and the machine began to spit out a paper copy of his EKG. After it stopped, she tore the paper at the perforations and stared at it a moment. He asked, “How’s it look?”

      She gave him a weak smile. “Sorry, but the cardiologist gets to decide that. I just run the tests.”

      For some reason, he didn’t think that was the whole truth, otherwise she wouldn’t have been looking at it so intently. But he doubted he could say anything that would get her to admit that. She probably couldn’t tell him anyway. He’d had plenty of X-rays, and the techs always told him they couldn’t read them—the orthopedist had to. Most likely, it was hospital protocol. They couldn’t have a technician saying one thing, only to have the doctor’s diagnosis be something completely different.

      After unhooking the wires, she removed the stickers from his chest. “Um—Sir—I mean, Stefan, can I call someone for you? Family? Friends? I know there are two men from the Coast Guard here, but I⁠—”

      Stefan groaned. She had to be referring to Captain Lowe and Master Chief Graves, who’d followed his ambulance to the hospital. He’d regained consciousness to find Graves, Jacoby, and two paramedics working on him. He hadn’t stopped breathing—he’d only fainted. Once they put an oxygen mask on him, he’d come around. The pain in his chest had still been there, but far less intense than it had been moments earlier—it’d become more of an ache than anything else at that point. It wasn’t until after he’d arrived at the ER that it’d flared again, prompting the ER physician to order the nitroglycerin.

      “They’re still here? I told them I was fine and they could head back to the station.” Of course, it’d been a suggestion, not an order, since Lowe was Stefan’s superior.

      When he shifted again, trying to get comfortable, Cass squeezed a handle underneath the top of the bed and the upper half of his body rose until it was at a forty-five-degree angle or so.

      “Is that better?” she asked. “Or do you want to go higher?”

      “A little higher, if you don’t mind.”

      She did it again, and he told her to stop when the position was to his liking. “That’s good. Thanks. As for calling someone—no, you don’t need to—shoot. Damn it, I forgot. I’m supposed to do a demo tonight at the club, and I left my phone in my truck at the air station. Can you call Mitch Sawyer and let him know I’ll have to reschedule? I probably won’t be up for it, even after they release me. Tell him I’m fine and there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll call him tomorrow.”

      “Um—sure. I can do that. Is there—is there anything else I can do for you?”

      He shook his head, even though he wanted to ask her to sit and stay with him a while. Not because he was scared or anything, but he didn’t want her to leave just yet. But she was working and didn’t have time to hold his hand and fuss over him. “Nope, that’s all I need for now. Thank you.”

      Cassie pulled the plug from the wall, wrapped the cord up, and hung it on a hook on the side of the machine. “I’ll—uh—I’ll check back with you in a bit. I’m working until three.”

      “Really, Cassie, you don’t have to. I’m sure you’ve got plenty of work to do, and like I said, I’m sure the doc will be booting me out of here in a bit. No worries. Don’t come back just to see me.”

      Her face fell, and Stefan felt like he’d kicked her dog, if she had one. Before he could say anything else, though, the curtain opened and one of the nurses entered the cubicle. “How’re you feeling, Mr. Lundquist? Any pain?”

      Stefan tried to smile, but as he watched Cassie leave with her machine, the corners of his mouth refused to move. “No—no pain.”

      Except the one in his gut, now that his little pixie was gone.
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      Cass left the ICU cubicle, after performing a second EKG on an elderly woman who’d been admitted for a stroke and had then developed an arrhythmia about thirty minutes ago. When Cass had returned to cardiology department earlier, to process the morning’s EKGs, her beeper had gone off again for the new order. She hadn’t needed to bring a machine with her, since the critical care units and the ER had their own.

      She stopped at the nurses’ station to see if there were any more orders. Finding none, she returned the EKG machine to its usual spot by a nearby wall, then stepped into the supply room to replenish the dwindling stock of leads—the stickers the EKG wires were connected to.

      Unable to get her mind off Stefan, Cass had been on autopilot for the past hour. Once she’d finished the other two orders in the ER, she’d fought the urge to check in on him and had returned to the cardiology department. Before processing all the EKGs she’d performed since that morning, Cass had done as requested and contacted Mitch Sawyer. What she hadn’t done was tell him that it was “just indigestion,” as Stefan had tried to insist. She’d been able to read his EKG more than she’d admitted to him. There’d been abnormalities in the thin lines on the graph which coincided with the electrical output of his heart. While the cardiologist would have to confirm it, Cass was pretty sure Stefan had suffered an MI and wouldn’t be going home from the ER like he was hoping he would.

      She hadn’t told Mitch about the probable heart attack. Instead, she’d related how Stefan had been brought in with chest pain but didn’t want to worry anyone. He’d only wanted to cancel his demonstration tonight. Yeah, Sir was probably going to be pissed at her when Mitch showed up to check on him, like he’d told her he would, but she’d deal with that later. Cass knew from past conversations that Stefan didn’t have any close family living in the area—they lived in the Northeast—so it was up to his friends to be his support system in Florida. And if she was correct about the MI, then he was definitely going to need all the support he could get.

      “Hey, beautiful.” The deep, rumbling voice came from over Cass’s shoulder as she placed the packages of leads into their correct slot on the side of the EKG machine. The words had been spoken close to her ear and had startled her for a moment before she relaxed again. Turning around, she gave the big man a smile. Randall West, one of the hospital’s respiratory therapists, was extremely good-looking and reminded her of the actor Shemar Moore. Unfortunately, he was a bit of a player and a huge flirt, although not in a creepy way. Cass didn’t think there was a single female coworker, patient, or visitor who didn’t blush and smile whenever Randall turned on the charm, which he did often. However, even if his flirting and dating throughout the hospital hadn’t been a problem for her, he also didn’t give off a Dom vibe. The one she’d come to easily recognize in men over the years since joining the BDSM community. The one she needed in any relationships or brief encounters now. The one she craved. Despite all that, Randall always did brighten her day whenever she ran into him at the hospital. “I didn’t know you were working today.”

      “Yup, I am. I’m surprised I haven’t seen you before now. I’ve been in every unit more than once today, with the exception of maternity and pediatrics.”

      “The place is definitely hopping.” He took a seat at the nurses’ station and began typing on a computer keyboard, probably entering a treatment he’d performed on a patient. As he worked, he glanced her way and gave her his signature smile and a teasing wink. Cass knew exactly what was coming next. “So, when are you going to put me out of my misery and agree to go on a date with me, huh?”

      “Hmm. Let’s see. How about two years from now? That’s when I’ll be done with the nursing program, and I’ll have more than five minutes to do something other than work, go to class, and do a ton of homework.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll pencil you in.” Pantomiming, he made a note in an invisible date book. “Two years from today, and I’m holding you to it. So, how’s school going?” Cass had told several people at the hospital that she’d gone back to get her nursing degree. Once she’d enrolled in school again, she’d been so excited about starting her classes, she’d kind of blurted it out during random conversations. Everyone had been happy for her and very encouraging.
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