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The only woman he wants is the one he knows he shouldn't have.

For over two decades, Commander Flynn Dalton has been relentlessly committed to his service as a Navy SEAL. But now that he's settled at Coronado Island, the demands of his career have changed. By day he's still giving his all as he trains new recruits, but his nights are devoted to finding the one thing he's been missing all these years–his perfect submissive. Although he can't stop thinking about a certain shy beauty, he knows she's far too young and innocent.

Computer analyst Cassie Hardwick has resigned herself to being permanently relegated to the friend zone by the man of her dreams. To take her mind off Flynn, she's ready to dive back into the lifestyle and unleash her wild side. Mingling anonymously at Decadence LA's masquerade mixer seems like the perfect opportunity. After flirting up a storm with an incognito charmer, both Cassie and her suitor are in for quite the surprise when the masks finally come off at midnight. 

Publisher’s Note: Under His Command is a friends-to-lovers, age gap, slow burn romance. It is book 2 in the Decadence LA series, which is a spin-off to Maddie’s popular Club Decadence series. Like all the books in the series, it contains spicy, suspense-filled romance with power exchange and BDSM themes, which may be disturbing to some.
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Chapter 1
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She brushed the hair that had escaped from her ponytail, out of her eyes. 

The breeze blowing in off the water contained more than a hint of coolness as night settled over the island. Cassie shivered, feeling goose bumps break out across her skin. Her short shorts and thin cotton camisole offered little protection. Born and raised in California, it should have come as no surprise. The chill of the Pacific with its northern current, even as far south as San Diego, was common knowledge. But when the sparkling blue water glistened in the warm sunshine, it made her forget. 

She’d done so this evening when she walked down to the surf until the waves rolling in covered her bare feet and ankles. Although tempted to, she didn’t cut and run. Instead, she braved the cold for several minutes, getting used to it as she’d done as a kid. It was that or never get in the water, the latter an unacceptable option. Cassie would have been a professional beach bum if she could make a living at it.

As she stood, soaking it all in, enjoying everything from the salt-scented air to the sand between her toes, and the always soothing sound of the waves crashing into the shore. It muted the chatter and laughter from the party going on behind her, the one she’d just left.

She knew no one there and had only come out to Coronado Island to explore and get the lay of the land before her big day tomorrow. On her way home, she couldn’t resist stopping at North Beach to take a stroll along the sparkling golden-sand shoreline while watching the sunset over the water.

She hadn’t intended to stay long, but when she passed a group of twenty-somethings playing volleyball, she’d gotten caught up watching the game. Not only because the guys, who were lean, tan, and fit, had stripped off their shirts, but also because they were having a blast. Their peals of laughter rang across the sand as the girls on the other side of the net provided plenty of entertainment. Whenever they bumped into each other or tripped and fell in the sand, they erupted into fits of uncontrollable giggles. The coolers in the background, which undoubtedly stored beer rather than soda, were partly to blame, no doubt.

Cassie stood by grinning as they ran after stray balls, often going down in a tangle of arms and legs as they lunged to keep another shot from hitting the sand. Not once in the entire time she watched did they manage over a two- or three-hit volley. The guys, who were more coordinated—or less inebriated—didn’t seem to mind that the girls couldn’t get it together. She imagined they indulged their lack of skill because the young women were tan, fit, and beautiful, and wearing minuscule bikinis.

When they noticed her watching from the sidelines, and laughing along with them, they invited her to join in. She didn’t hesitate—something not like her at all—but after being alone in a new city for two long, lonely weeks, she was bored and in need of some fun. 

One game turned into several, and before she knew it, the sun had set. They had to stop playing when they couldn’t see anymore but wouldn’t hear of her saying goodbye, and convinced her to stay for a bonfire.

By the time the fire was blazing, the coolers were empty, except for a few beer bottles bobbing in melted ice. One guy got out a guitar, and while he tuned up, a joint made its way around the circle. Cassie passed it to the person next to her without taking a hit, thinking it wise to abstain since she was starting a new job for the government the next day. She didn’t care in the least if the others indulged, however.

She didn’t need to get high. It was enough to sit cross-legged in the sand as she enjoyed the warm, crackling fire, the moonlit night, the sound of the ocean in the background, and good company. Not to mention the free entertainment because the guitar player could sing. A few others with talent joined in, harmonizing in perfect counterpoint to his melody.

It was a great way to relax at the end of two hectic weeks. Unfortunately, with her first day at work looming in the morning, she had to drag herself away much sooner than she wanted to. But before she left, she got a few names and numbers. She needed new friends, and this group knew how to unwind, something she’d be looking for in the stress-filled coming months.

As she walked down the beach toward the public lot where she’d parked, she felt the buzz from the beer and had to pause to get her bearings. This brought her to where she was now, her face in the breeze, eyes closed, breathing deep while trying to clear her head.

When it came to alcohol, she’d always been a lightweight; two light beers her long-standing limit. She’d foolishly had three. Driving home would be stupid in her condition, so a cab ride was in her future. She wrinkled her nose thinking of the stale air in just about every taxi she’d ever been in, the tattered upholstery that had seen countless strangers’ asses, and the sticky floors—the cause of which she didn’t want to imagine—and didn’t relish the experience. 

Sighing, she opened her eyes and took one last look at the ocean.

There was nothing quite like the Pacific. She’d grown up farther north in the Bay Area, but wherever she went up or down the coast, if she could see the water, she felt like she was home. She’d missed it while living back east. Boston was a great city. The people were friendly, the history abundant, and she had plenty to do, but the weather was horrendous. In the summer, she sweltered, but far worse than the heat and humidity was the bitterly cold winter with snow measured in feet, not inches. 

She’d been excited the first time she’d seen the ground covered in white. Except what started as fluffy and beautiful turned treacherous if you got caught driving in it. When it hung around for days on end, she tired of it fast, especially when it turned into ugly, black piles on every street corner. And she couldn’t walk on the beach whenever she wanted, not from October until at least May without freezing her butt off. Enduring half the year without feeling sand between her toes was just plain wrong. 

She was back on the West Coast now, hopefully for good, and in the morning, she started a new chapter in her life. To do so, she needed to get home, into bed, and try to sleep for at least six hours.

Cassie turned, scanning the wide expanse of beach for her landmark—a lifeguard tower just past the dunes—when a giant wave rolled in. It came up to mid-thigh, soaking the cuffs of her white denim shorts and staggering her a bit. She made a run for dry land before the next wave surged but didn’t make it. Another crashed into her and took her to her knees.

“Crap on a cracker,” she muttered while shivering.

The shifting sand didn’t make slogging through the waves any easier. Nor did the sharp rock or shell digging into the tender arch of her foot. Thrown off-balance, she fell to her knees again with a splash. To keep from face-planting in the surf, she put her hands out and went down on all fours, which allowed the next wave to soak the rest of her. They seemed to come in faster and more powerful, knocking her onto her back and dragging her out with them.

Never intending to go for a swim, Cassie shrieked in frustration. It turned into a startled yelp when strong fingers wrapped around her upper arm.

“I’ve got you,” a deep, masculine voice said from well above her head. He began hauling her out just as another wave hit. This time, she stayed on her feet but only because of his firm hold.

Once on dry sand beyond the reach of the rising surf, he stopped, steadying her with both hands as he turned her to face him.

“Thank you,” she told her rescuer, while gasping for breath.

A dog barking beside her made Cassie jump.

“Quiet, boy,” the man ordered the animal bounding excitedly around their feet.

With clouds rolling in and filtering the moon, the best she could make out was his dark shape and the whites of his eyes as he looked up at her. The next moment, he nudged her hard, his cold nose working its way under her hand, demanding attention. He was a big boy, his head coming up to her waist, and his body weight combined with the sudden movement knocked her into the man beside her.

As her wet body collided with him, his fingers clamped around her arms again, tight but not uncomfortably so.

“Manners, Roscoe. Sit.” Though pitched low in a smooth baritone, his order held an edge of steel.

This time, the dog dutifully sat at attention, his hot breath panting against her thigh. Cassie felt compelled to fall in along with him, considering the command held an unmistakable air of authority.

“I’m sorry. He’s never met a stranger. Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she replied, patting the dog’s head and giving him a scratch behind the ear before glancing up at his owner. “I hadn’t realized the tide was coming in, and so fast.”

Cassie saw him stiffen. “You’ve been drinking,” he stated. Next, he leaned in and sniffed. “And smoking.” She couldn’t see his expression clearly but could feel the intensity of his disapproval. “What were you thinking going into the water while under the influence? Were you trying to drown yourself?”

“No, I—”

“Are you here alone?” he interrupted. A burst of laughter from behind her drew his gaze to the group of partiers down the beach. “You should get back to your friends and don’t wander away again until you’re sober.” He paused a moment. “Are any of them fit to drive?”

“I’m not with them, not really. I was heading back to my car—”

“You’re not getting behind the wheel as you are; you can barely stand up.”

That wasn’t true. Without the onslaught of the incoming waves and free of the shifting sand, Cassie was quite steady. Irritated by his bossy, pejorative manner, she pulled away. “I hadn’t planned to drive. I was going to call a cab.”

“Good. I’ll walk you back and wait while you do.” Without getting her agreement for this plan, he turned, and with her wrist in his inflexible hold, began walking. A shrill whistle pierced the air suddenly, making her jump yet again. “Roscoe!”

The dog obediently fell in line beside her. Who wouldn’t?

“This is unnecessary. I’m fully capable of returning to my car on my own.”

“It didn’t look that way to me a moment ago,” he muttered. “How much did you drink and smoke?”

“A few beers, and if it’s any of your business,” she snapped, letting her annoyance show, “I wasn’t smoking. As for the mishap in the water, the force of the waves startled me. And I intended to call a cab. I’m not an idiot, no matter what you may think.”

He pulled her to a stop, standing close enough for her to see his features if it wasn’t so dark. She suspected he was frowning when he said brusquely, “Forgive me, but you kids can’t always be trusted to do what is best, or smart. Case in point, wading with the tide coming in.”

“I didn’t know it was coming in,” she protested.

“It’s something you should know before coming to the beach, especially if you plan to stay after dark or get into the water.”

“That was an accident,” she repeated, her voice rising.

“I suppose the beer and pot were an accident, too,” he countered. “Both are prohibited. They patrol this beach often at night; you could have been arrested.”

“What are you, a cop?” A public drunkenness arrest on the eve of starting her new job wouldn’t thrill her employer.

“I’m not a police officer. But this is a resort island and we’re used to drunk and disorderly tourists on the beach. As well as underage consumption. If you were my daughter, you’d be grounded for a month after a trip over my knee for a good old-fashioned spanking for pulling this stunt.”

She gasped for two reasons. First, because he thought she was young enough to be his daughter. Cassie often found herself mistaken for a teenager, which had caused endless irritation over the years. Being five foot three and one hundred ten pounds soaking wet added to the misperception. She needed to stop wearing her hair in a ponytail, which would help. Second, his suggesting she needed to be punished, like a child. 

Although he clearly wanted to provoke a reaction with his threat, she didn’t think her response would be the one he expected. She’d been over a man’s lap for discipline before and liked it. It had been a while—five, perhaps six years—and she missed it. The mere mention of it after such a long dry spell sent a delicious tremor coursing through her.

But he couldn’t know her shiver wasn’t from fear or outrage. Wouldn’t he be shocked to learn she got off on a good paddling? Though tempted to throw it in his face, she wasn’t so reckless.

Still, who did this guy think he was? They were complete strangers. What right did he have to imply she needed punishment? Outside of a relationship, or a club scene she negotiated with a dominant of her choosing, no way.

“You know,” she said curtly, “I appreciate your help back there, but I’m not drunk. Furthermore, I’m not a kid, but an adult who doesn’t need a lesson from a stranger who, for all I know, is a serial killer.” She jerked on her arm. “Let me go.”

He released her immediately and took a half step back. When he did, Roscoe surprised her by sitting on her feet and leaning against her legs, his tail thumping on the wet, compacted sand.

The moon made an appearance just then, and she saw him for the first time. Not clearly, but she could make out a firm, clean-shaven jaw, a mouth turned down in a frown—like she’d guessed—and eyes framed by a thick fan of long, dark lashes, though she couldn’t make out their color. His hair, slightly long on top but cropped close on the sides, was a light shade, either a dark blond or sandy brown. He wore an Under Armour shirt which fit him like a second skin, accentuating a muscular upper body and incredibly broad shoulders. Even in the dark, she could tell he was handsome, and not that much older than she was, mid-thirties, at most.

He sighed suddenly and dragged a hand across his jaw. Cassie heard the rasp of a beard and imagined he sported a five-o’clock scruff, something she always found sexy.

“You’re right,” he admitted, surprising her. “I jumped to the conclusion you were a college kid who had too much of a good thing and ended up floundering around in the waves.” He gestured behind him to where the public beach ended and the long row of private properties stretching down the coast. “I live on the island, and we get a lot of that. Especially in late August, as a last hurrah as summer ends and before classes start up again.” He paused a moment, looking out over the water. “Just last month we had a girl go missing while out for a swim past sunset. There was a rip current. A SEAL team from the naval base had to be called in to help recover the body.”

“Oh my God! How awful.”

“Yeah, so it’s fresh in my mind.” He turned back to her. “My advice... You shouldn’t be wandering the beach alone, especially after drinking even one beer, and never where the waves can take you by surprise.”

She appreciated his owning up to his incorrect assumption and was about to tell him so when she saw his eyes dip down her front. When they lingered there, her gaze followed. At the sight of the T-shirt plastered to her body, her nipples hard and standing out through the sheerness of her bra, she let out a little shriek of alarm.

She pulled the fabric away from her wet skin, but it was a wasted effort. As soon as she let go, the snug-fitting shirt snapped back in place. She repeated the move with the same ineffective result. Left with no other option to preserve her dignity, Cassie crossed her arms over her chest.

Covered, but utterly mortified, she peeked up at him. When he didn’t comment, she was grateful for it, although she thought she saw his lips twitch the tiniest bit.

He didn’t give her time to come up with a response before he suggested more politely, “Allow me to see you back to your car. If you have a phone on you, it’s ruined after that soaking. I’ll use mine to call the cab and wait with you until it arrives. Miss...”

“My name is Cassie,” she replied. “I left my phone in the car. I can call a cab from there, so you don’t have to stay.”

“That seals it for me, I’m afraid. You’re by yourself after dark, without a way to call for help, slightly tipsy, and a lot bedraggled. So yes, Cassie, I do have to stay. I’m Flynn, a stranger, but a good guy, and I swear”—pausing, he laid his hand on his chest—“I’m not a serial killer.”

His lips kicked up in a smile, which she couldn’t keep from returning.

When he wasn’t judging, he could be charming, had an awesome name that suited him, and, while she didn’t let on, she also liked his firm, no-nonsense attitude. At another time and place, she’d have flirted with him, especially if he had a dominant bent. From their encounter, she suspected Flynn did. If he didn’t, what a waste. 

She didn’t argue with his plan any further, only nodded, now that the misunderstanding was behind them. When a gust of wind blew hard, whipping her long ponytail and the loose tendrils of hair around her face into her eyes, she brushed it back, leaving one arm crossed over her chest. Her nipples tightened painfully, poking hard against her forearm, and it wasn’t only from being chilled.

Though she wanted to say something, to test the waters—bad pun not intended—she didn’t. Her dom radar was off these days. The spanking comment, though out of line, wasn’t completely off base considering his assumption. And she didn’t dare risk embarrassing herself further if she was wrong.

“You were running,” she observed softly, hoping he wouldn’t notice the breathless quality in her voice.

“Yes, but I won’t miss a few miles this evening. Roscoe, on the other hand, will be your friend for life if you save him from exercise. He might look like a dog, but trust me, he’s really a fur-wearing couch potato. Though, as a gentleman, he would insist on escorting you and would ignore me to follow you up, if I didn’t. His calling is to see to all damsels in distress, especially if it means getting out of running. Isn’t that right, boy?” 

On cue, the dog barked, coming to his feet, his tail whipping back and forth, so happy to be included, he looked like he might wiggle out of his fur.

Cassie laughed. Flynn joined her, the low rumble charming her further. And Roscoe, not to be outdone by his master, tilted his head to the side, tongue hanging out, and gave her a pleading look with his beautiful dark puppy-dog eyes.

“How could I say no to such gallantry? Lead on, sirs.” She could have been mistaken, but she thought she saw a spark of interest in her rescuer’s eyes. But again, he didn’t comment. He crooked his arm and offered it to her, however.

When they started walking again, Flynn adjusted his stride, so his long legs matched her pace, which was nice.

“I know at first look it may not seem like it,” she ventured, after walking at least a half mile in silence, “but I’m not a partier.”

He didn’t respond to that, either.

“I’m new in town. I came here for a walk, and to watch the sun go down. When they invited me to join them, I did, in celebration.”

“Of what?”

“I start a new job tomorrow.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks. I was feeling sorry for myself, being the new girl in town and not knowing a soul.”

“Now you know two souls, me, and Mr. Couch Potato.”

She angled her head up to him. Innate hotness aside, she was starting to like him.

Roscoe barked again, clearly insulted, and with his tail in the air, picked up speed and moved ahead of them.

“Oh, you’ve hurt his feelings.”

“Impossible. He’s a lab; happy all the time, which makes for a crap watchdog, let me tell you. Everyone is his friend—the mailman, joggers, serial killers.”

She laughed at his gentle jab. “He’s sweet. As are you, for coming to my rescue.”

“I’m glad I came along when I did, and that I didn’t have to put my CPR skills to the test.” She caught a flash of his white teeth in the dark. “You’re little, and with the waves rolling in, knocking you around, you looked like a flounder washing up on shore.”

His husky laughter wrapped around her, sparking a tingle of excitement. Too enamored to take offense at being compared to a flat, ugly fish, and a dead one at that, she joined in.

They chatted amicably all the way to the lot where she’d parked. Cassie retrieved her phone from her purse in the trunk where she’d left it for safekeeping. Good thing, too, or it would have been waterlogged for sure. She called a taxi, and as promised, Flynn kept her company, without another lull in the conversation until it arrived. 

He opened the back door for her, but before she slid in, took her phone from her fingers. She didn’t protest, although she leaned in, watching as his thumbs moved over the screen, adding a number to her contacts.

“Next time you’re lonely or need to celebrate, you call Roscoe and me. We’ll keep you safe and out of trouble.” He said this with a smile in his eyes that, thanks to the streetlights, she now knew were a beautiful gray with hints of dark blue. Though he didn’t say a word, one dark-blond brow quirked in amusement as he handed back her phone.

She accepted it, suppressing a groan upon seeing his very masculine hand holding her girlie-pink glitter case. No wonder everyone thought she was a kid.

Still, she tamped down her embarrassment and said sincerely, “It was nice meeting you, Flynn.” His dog whimpered, ensuring he wouldn’t be left out. She bent and gave him an ear scratch. “And you, too, Roscoe.” 

Her gaze shifted back to his handsome owner, wondering if this would be the last time she saw him. 

“Thanks again.”

“Anytime, Cassie.” He stepped back, and she had no choice but to slide into the back seat of the waiting cab.

As it pulled away, she gave him a little wave, knowing she’d never have the nerve to call him. Because the way he left it, with her having his number, not the other way around, she’d have to be the one to make the next move—something out of character for her.
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Chapter 2
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The radio and AC went silent when Cassie twisted the key on her eighteen-year-old sapphire-blue Mazda Mx-5. Sadly, the engine did not. It continued to knock and ping for several more seconds after it was off, as it had for weeks.

Her roadster convertible was old, but she kept the body and interior in pristine condition, and since the top still worked like a charm and came down with the simple push of a button, it made driving along the coastline in southern California extra fun. Besides being awesome, it had sentimental value for her, considering it was the first purchase she’d made by herself after college. No cosigner, only her name on the dotted line, just like a grown-up.

She loved it on sight. Her dad, not so much. Jacob Hardwick had taken one look at the tiny two-seater and about had a stroke. A perennial purveyor of doom and gloom when it came to his daughter and what he called her flagrant disregard for safety, he predicted her end culminating in a late-night call from a hospital ER when she wrapped the “impractical, insubstantial, pathetic excuse for a vehicle” around a tree.

These were his words verbatim. She’d heard them often enough they’d become etched into her brain.

His worry was justified, however, considering she’d had a few automotive mishaps back in high school. That, along with her other teenage antics, caused 99.9 percent of the gray hair atop his fifty-three-year-old head. At least that’s what he told her mother every time the subject came up. 

Nonetheless, with the deed already done, and the ink dry on her contract, he’d taken her new, used car to his trusted mechanic for a thorough inspection. On the way, he’d given her, his beloved only daughter, another lecture—for the hundredth time by her count—on defensive driving.

Cassie would be getting an earful on the importance of routine maintenance at this very minute if he knew she’d let it go two months overdue for an oil change and tune-up. It couldn’t be helped, however. Her life had been crazy since her new job required a cross-country move in a matter of weeks. She marked finding a reputable auto shop as priority one on her mental to-do list. For now, she relegated the annoying rattle to the back of her mind while staring through the windshield at the Naval Base Command Building in front of her.

Nervous butterflies danced in her stomach, though they shouldn’t. She’d conquered bigger challenges than this. Five years earlier, for instance, when at twenty-six, and never once away from the West Coast, she traveled solo to three job interviews in three eastern cities. Then, in the span of a month, survived her first major move, apartment hunting, and beginning a new life in a new town all alone.

Her parents had been beside themselves with worry about having their only child three thousand miles away. But in the saturated computer market, she had to go where there was work, especially as a woman in a male-dominated field. Being young and inexperienced certainly hadn’t helped her odds in beating out the hundreds of men applying for the same jobs. And, being a petite, blue-eyed blonde with an uncanny resemblance to perky Elle Woods from those Legally Blonde movies only made matters worse.

Cassie knew the job market was tough, and she might have to start at an entry-level position, gain experience, and work her way up in a company to get where she wanted to be. But she hadn’t expected the brick walls, glass ceilings, and the insincere “we’ll be in touches” when she managed to get an interview, which wasn’t often, all because she lacked one particular job requirement—a penis.

Thirteen months after completion of her graduate degree in computer science from Stanford, which by itself should have opened doors but didn’t, when an offer came from Foster Dynamics in Boston, she felt she had no choice except to pack up and move.

Now, here she was, five years later, doing it all over again. Almost.

Yes, she was starting over in a new city, but it wasn’t exactly a new job. She’d be working for the same company, the same supervisor, the same program they’d been developing for over a year. Except her new assignment was as a subcontractor for the military on a naval base.

It might as well have been a new planet.

Sure, her company had Department of Defense contracts, but she’d never worked outside the computer lab at their main headquarters. Cassie knew little about the military and even less about the Navy. No one in her family had ever served. The closest she got was Julie, her best friend, and roommate from college.

Jules was married to a Navy SEAL. But she’d only seen her a handful of times in the past few years on her infrequent trips home from Boston to visit her parents. And with her husband Colt overseas, often, she’d seen him even less. But they had recently stationed him on Coronado as a SEAL Qualification Training (SQT) instructor.

Having friends living nearby had influenced her decision to move to San Diego. Although, as her bad luck would have it, they’d been called out of town on a family emergency right before she arrived.

Her phone rang at the same time her alarm sounded, interrupting her meandering thoughts. Grabbing it off the seat next to her, she turned off the annoying preset signal and noted the caller. Next, she checked the clock. 8:40.

Plenty of time for a mini-pep talk. Cassie hit the green button, her lips turning up in her first smile of the day.

“Do you have ESP? I was just thinking about you.”

“Did you make it okay?” Jules asked. “Any trouble on I-94 coming in? It can get so backed up this time of day. Or on I-5? The bridge traffic usually isn’t bad, but you never know. Maybe we should have had you take the ferry. I can’t believe you took an apartment in Emerald Hills. You could have stayed at our place, and when we got home, we would have helped you find something affordable on the island, closer to us.”

“Slow down. I made it in plenty of time. As we speak, I’m sitting in my car in the parking lot of Base Command Headquarters trying to calm an acute case of the butterflies.”

“Deep breaths and focus,” was her friend’s sage advice.

“After that mile-a-minute greeting, you’re telling me to breathe?”

“You’re right! Sorry. I just hate we couldn’t be there for you.”

“It’s not your fault Colt’s mom took a fall, just bad timing.”

One year ahead in college, Jules had always taken the big sister role. And when she married Colton Jameson, he’d stepped right in as the protective big brother. Something Cassie didn’t mind, having neither growing up. When she’d moved east, she’d missed them a lot.

“You’ve got this, Cassie. You’re going to knock all those badass SEALs on their butts with your mad computer skills.”

“It’s nice you have such confidence in me. I wish I did.”

“Picture them in their underwear; I hear that works.”

As she made the suggestion, two men in camouflage pants and tight white tees walked in front of her car. Both were solid walls of ripped muscle and completely drool-worthy. She’d seen others like them while driving in. In fact, the entire island was swarming with Navy men just as impressive.

“Uh, Jules. You’ve been to the base. Picturing men who look like Colt in their skivvies is only going to make the butterflies worse.”

She laughed while agreeing, “This is true.”

“How’s Marie doing? Is the physical therapy helping? When do you think you’ll be able to get back?”

“Friday. It was only some bruising and soreness; no fractures, thank goodness. We’ve got her settled in her new apartment, and we packed up her house. Colt hired a Realtor to handle the sale, but he’ll have to come back for the closing since she made him her power of attorney. Otherwise, I think we’ve got it covered for now.”

“You couldn’t convince her to move to San Diego?”

“And give up her bridge game with the girls every Wednesday, and singing in the choir on Sundays? The only way Colt talked her into moving out of the old home place is because two members of her bridge club live in the complex already. The man who drives her to choir practice lives there, too. I think she’s sweet on him. Colt finds him annoying, just like a protective only son, but he’s a nice, older gentleman, and really seems to care about her, so he’s trying not to snap him in two like a twig.”

The visual made Cassie wince. Colt could do it with the flick of his wrist, although he’d never do it to a kindhearted senior. She could only imagine his frustration and worry with his aging mother living hundreds of miles away from him. For her part, Marie Jameson was a hoot. Mentally sharp and active at seventy-eight, she had no trouble picturing the lively woman sparking with a sweetheart.

“I’m glad she’s doing well. Send her my love, will you?”

“Yes, and I’m supposed to say thanks for the flowers you sent.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. How did she fall, exactly?”

“Salsa dancing.”

“What!” Cassie squealed, shocked, but not really. That was just like Marie.

“I know. Colt about flipped out. But you can’t get that woman to slow down. She said she spun right instead of twirling left, and she and Henry, that’s her man friend; they’re so cute you wouldn’t believe it, Cass. But they both went down in a tangle of legs and support hose.”

The mental picture had them both laughing and close to tears.

“Don’t let Marie hear you say anything about her support hose or you’ll be out of the will,” Cassie warned only half teasing. “Is Colt okay with her staying? I know he worries about her.”

“He tried laying down the law, but his alpha male, Lieutenant Commander, badass dom traits don’t work on his mother.”

“Only on you?”

“Me and every other woman who isn’t his mother, especially if they’re submissive. You should see it at our club. Some subs, mostly the new ones, who don’t know we’re married—or ignore his collar around my neck—think they can lure him away. When they try, he turns his SEAL instructor’s death stare on them, and they fall to their knees, begging forgiveness, only to scurry away and hide in a corner the rest of the night.”

“You don’t scratch their eyes out for trying to poach your dom?”

“I don’t have to. Colt shuts it down before they finish batting their lashes and flashing their fake tits.”

“They actually do that? You’re kidding, right?”

“I’m not. Colt has had to call upon a dungeon monitor or a friend to teach the persistent ones some manners. One bitch got to ride the carousel as punishment when she just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“You’ve mentioned that punishment wheel before,” she shuddered. “It sounds intense and like something you’ve got to see to believe.”

“You can. Colt wants to drive up to LA when we get back. How about on Saturday you come as our guest?”

Jules had been keeping tabs on her love life—or lack thereof—long distance and wasn’t pleased. Cassie hadn’t been out on more than a handful of dates in the past two years, and those were disasters. Her friend kept harping at her to get active in the local BDSM community in Boston, that she would never find what she needed by dating vanilla guys. But Cassie couldn’t do it, not without her best friend by her side, who’d always been her wingman in college, including when they attended their first munch her sophomore year.

She found it hard to believe a decade had passed since that long-ago day. Both were undergrads at USC. Cassie had a class with Jules, and they joined the same study group. The two girls instantly connected, moving into an apartment together the following year. They were good students and study-focused, but not so much they didn’t believe in the full college experience, which meant attending a few parties, including at least one at a fraternity or sorority. Most were boring with guys drinking too much beer, acting like asses, and only looking to score, but something happened at one that stuck in their minds and ended up as a turning point for them both.

It was a Saturday night at a frat house off campus. The beer was flowing, and the guests had gotten pretty loose—nothing unusual. As the hour got late, several of the partiers got wilder and more amorous than she and Jules were comfortable with. They decided to leave, but as they were making their way through the crowd to the front door, one guy took down the engraved wooden hazing paddle from its place of honor on the wall. It wasn’t called that, of course, but everyone knew what it was for. Then he proceeded to give his girlfriend a few teasing whacks in front of everyone.

Cassie and Jules expected her to throw a fit, but she giggled. In fact, she appeared to enjoy it, wiggling her hips and grinding her butt against him, inviting more. The playful spanking soon became a hot clinch with some heavy groping. The next minute, they were running up the stairs, paddle in hand, and everyone knew the spanking, and then some, would continue in private.

That was the only thing of interest in an otherwise boring party, but it left them both fascinated and seriously turned on. At first, they laughed it off, making jokes about it. But it stuck with them, and when it kept coming up in conversation, they turned speculative, wondering what it would be like being spanked for real.

Not long after, Jules found a notice tacked to an events board for a once-a-month BDSM munch held at a local restaurant. The flyer claimed it was a safe place for “curious newbies” to make contacts and learn more about the lifestyle. Cassie had stated an empathic “no,” but after several weeks of arm-twisting, her friend had gotten her to agree. Still in a speculative phase, they expected little to come of it; then Colton Jameson walked in.

Arriving late, he drew every female eye, and a few appreciative male ones, too. They ate him up as he sauntered in, his tight black tee shirt stretched across his broad chest, the short sleeves failing to conceal his bulging biceps, and a tattoo peeking out on one arm. In his late twenties, he was older than college age, but they found this in his favor, and he was gorgeous, exuding more confidence than anyone Cassie had ever met. 

Both girls were practically panting when he took the only empty seat at the table opposite from them. Worse, when he looked at them with his warm, chocolate-brown eyes and flashed a brilliant white smile their way, they nearly melted on the spot. It was a miracle they didn’t slide jelly-like off their chairs into a puddle beneath the table.

Colt introduced himself to the group as an experienced dominant looking for a new sub. Nothing permanent, he clarified, in a refreshing, straightforward manner. He wanted to keep things casual because he was only in town a few times during the year for training or between assignments for the Navy.

The word casual nixed Cassie’s interest, and she bowed out, leaving her friend a clear shot. Lucky for her, too, because he had zoned in solely on Jules. At five feet eight, with cover model looks, beautiful green eyes, full pouty lips, and a trim figure, it wasn’t surprising. Lunch had turned into dinner, just the two of them. Then more dinners, followed by breakfasts, and Colt had soon changed his mind about casual.

They found in one another what they hadn’t realized they’d been searching for. Jules getting the dominant master she hadn’t known she needed, while Colt uncovered the deeply submissive woman inside her, one he could nurture, care for, and love. They weren’t 24/7. Still, she liked more control than a bedroom-only sub and Colt enjoyed giving it; they were perfect for each other. So much so, they married a year later.

Cassie’s introduction into the lifestyle hadn’t been nearly as inspiring, nor had it read like an erotic romance. Interested in finding what her friends had, she tagged along with them to BDSM clubs occasionally and been their third wheel at play parties, exploring with a few doms here and there. It was fun, but no one excited her or made her feel weak in the knees, the way she’d always imagined it would be.

Then she got the wild idea she needed to immerse herself in the lifestyle, to learn at the knee of an experienced dominant—or more accurately, over it. The summer before grad school, she’d spent three months with an older dom—defined as forty-two to her young mind at the time—who enjoyed training new submissives. He wasn’t looking for a permanence and they never even had sex, but she learned a lot. In particular, what she wanted as a submissive. 

She didn’t want casual or a torrid fling. Cassie wanted the real deal: love, marriage, a family, and she wanted her husband to dominate her sexually. A little bleed-over into real life, in a protective, alpha way, as Colt did with Jules, which she found incredibly sexy, would be perfect.

In the years that followed, despite traveling different paths, they stayed close. Jules earned her degree in exercise science and had become a personal trainer, keeping busy with high-profile clients in the LA area. She would call on her for company and support while Colt was on assignment overseas, which was often. Cassie had gone on to Stanford, turning her focus on her studies instead of her disappointing love life. During that time, she withdrew from the lifestyle altogether. Her friends hadn’t given up on her, though, especially Jules.

“Honey, you’ve been out of the scene forever,” she said into the long silence. “Don’t you miss playing? Colt knows this nice, easy dom. He would be ideal to help you get your feet wet again.”

The thought of playing with a stranger, easy or not, didn’t appeal to her. And she had too much on her plate with a new job to begin exploring in her personal life. As she’d often done in the past, she put her off.

“I’ll be working through the weekend. It takes two of us a full week to get a new lab up and running. It’s just me, remember?”

“Yes, thanks to Gary What’s-his-name’s rotten gallbladder. But I want you to remember something, too.”

Cassie groaned. Her friend was persistent, like a dog with a bone, a trait which had earned her many punishments over the years. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

“All work and no play, not to mention only self-induced orgasms, will make Cassie a frustrated submissive.”

Ignoring the comment about masturbation, the only source of orgasms she’d had in a very long time, Cassie addressed what else she’d said. “I don’t know if that’s who I am anymore.”

“Don’t say that. You’re just rusty.”

“And alone. You have Colt, but try to remember how hard it was dating. Finding the right guy is tough. Finding one who is also BDSM inclined is next to impossible. I never got the hang of working into a get-to-know-you conversation, along with career, family, and what movies and music I like, that I also get off on being tied up during sex, dominated, and spanked to climax. It’s rather nerve-wracking. They either laugh, assuming I’m joking, or think I’m a freak.”

“That’s why you should let Colt set you up with someone.”

“Now isn’t a good time. I’ve got enough on my mind with work, finding my way in a new city, unpacking, and my car needs service. It’s still making that awful noise.”

“You’re stressed, which is why you need a good flogging and fucking. It will help you relax.”

She rolled her eyes. So said the collared submissive, getting it regularly from her dom husband who was only a pillow away when she went to bed at night.

A car door slammed nearby. Cassie glanced at the clock on the dash. 8:57.

Crap! She was going to be late after getting there fifteen minutes early.

“I’ve got to go,” she squeaked. “I can’t be late for my meeting with the base commander on day one.”

“We’ll talk more about this later,” Jules replied, which was as good as a warning.

Focused on gathering up what she needed and getting inside, she didn’t have time to argue.

“I really gotta go.”

“Okay, Cass. Knock ’em dead,” Jules, her always cheerleader, urged. “Call me tonight and tell me all about it.”
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Chapter 3
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After her hasty goodbye, Cassie tucked her phone into her small shoulder bag and checked to see she had her paperwork and photo ID. She had to show it at the guard gate already and felt sure she’d be flashing it repeatedly until she got official identification in the form of a badge, or whatever they used here. After double-checking everything, she dropped her keys in her purse.

A warm, salty breeze assailed her as she opened the door and stepped out. It blew wisps of hair from her ponytail across her cheek. Silently cursing the baby-fine flyaways that never stayed in place, she brushed them back and took a deep breath before shutting her door. Then, masking her nervousness with a determined stride, she set off for the concrete stairs leading up to run-of-the-mill glass double doors that could have been at the entrance to any civilian building anywhere.

“Knock ’em dead,” she whispered, using Jules’ words as a rallying call. “So what if Gary can’t be here? You helped him design this program and know it almost as well as he does.”

A nagging doubt in the back of her mind made her wonder if “almost as well” was good enough for the Navy.

The butterflies increased their frenetic flapping in the pit of her stomach as she put one dark-blue pump on the first step. From the corner of her eye, she saw movement. A flash of white, moving up the ramp off to the side, but she paid it no mind, concentrating on not tripping in her new three-inch heels.

She counted six steps up then crossed the narrow landing and reached for the door.

Rather than the metal handle she expected, she encountered warm flesh. Cassie blinked at the large, tanned hand wrapped around the silver bar as if she’d never seen one before. Following it up to a strong-looking masculine wrist and a muscular forearm, also browned from the sun, she noticed a smattering of blond hair and a few of those rope-like veins men seemed to have. She got to a short, white, crisply pressed sleeve surrounding bulging biceps. The way they flexed, testing the limits of the stitching, fascinated her.

A flash of gold drew her gaze to a broad shoulder adorned with three and a half stripes and a star. It meant nothing to her in her ignorance other than she was in the presence of an officer. Her eyes shifted upward until she encountered her reflection in a pair of black Oakleys. They sat perched on the bridge of a straight nose, over full lips tilted up in a smile. Straight white teeth flashed an instant before a deep voice rumbled, “Allow me, miss.”

Cassie blinked again. Even behind dark sunglasses, his eyes hidden, the man was a heart-stopper. Her mouth went dry as she gawked up at him like a fool, but she couldn’t help it. What woman wasn’t a sucker for a handsome man in uniform?

But this was not good.

She was on a base filled with thousands of hot sailors, hadn’t been there for five minutes, and the first one she came face-to-face with raised her body heat, made her girl parts quiver, and effectively dropped her IQ forty points. Worse, she stood there tongue-tied like a besotted fool.

No, this did not bode well for her—at all!

“Miss?”

“What?” she asked stupidly then realized he wanted to open the door, but she was holding his hand. She snatched it back, letting it fall to her side. “Of course, please do.”

His grin broadened. “I’d be happy to, but the door opens outward, and I’ll need you to move back a step for me to do that.”

Heat flooded her cheeks like a flash fire. “Yes, I’m...” Forcing herself to move, she also willed herself to stop acting like an idiot. “Of course,” she repeated, proving willing it hadn’t worked.

He hauled one of the two glass doors open and waited for her to enter first. A wave of cool air wafted over her as she stepped inside. Taking a calming breath, she removed her dark glasses and turned to thank him.

“Cassie?”

With his hat tucked under his arm and his glasses off, she recognized Flynn from the beach. But seeing him in the light of day, she could appreciate him so much more. First, his eyes, the color was extraordinary, a dark steel gray with flecks of deep cobalt. And they were framed by long silky black lashes that any woman would die for. His hair was dark blond, cut short, but long enough on top to have a slight wave to its thickness. It looked soft, and she had an overwhelming desire to sample the texture as her fingers sank into it when he kissed her. Better yet, while holding his head to her breast as he drew hard on a nipple. Or with it wedged between her thighs as his mouth brought her to new heights of pleasure.

“What are you doing here?”

The surprise in his deep voice and his question snapped her out of her wayward thoughts, which had taken a decidedly improper turn.

She took in the stripes on his shoulders, the decorations on his chest, and the silver oak leaf on his collar. It still didn’t register. Why didn’t she study some before coming here? She didn’t even know the basics of rank. 

“You’re an officer?” she asked lamely.

“A commander, yes.”

“You’re in charge of the base?”

“No, that would be Captain Hanson. It’s equivalent to an Army colonel, and a commander is a rank below that.”

“How confusing.”

“Not for us,” he countered with a twitch of his lips, plainly amused by her lack of military knowledge.

“I’m sorry. I guess I should have called you, sir.”

“You can call me by name, or rank. Civilians don’t have to be formal.”

“Oh,” was her vague reply as he moved past her and farther inside the large lobby.

“Are you here visiting someone? We’ve had several new senior officers transfer in recently. Is one your father, perhaps?”

A punch to the gut couldn’t have hurt worse. This golden Adonis, like all the others, sized her up and saw a youngster.

She hastened to correct his mistake. “No. I’m here to—”

“Dalton! Right on time, as usual.” The man coming toward them called his greeting in a big, booming voice, interrupting her explanation. Like Flynn, he wore a white uniform with similar bars and adornments, although perhaps one or two more. He looked at her next. “And you must be Miss Hardwick.”

“Captain Hanson?”

“Yes, ma’am.” His eyes scanned her from head to toe. “Gotta say, you aren’t quite what I was expecting, but Director Foster sings your praises.”

“Wait a minute,” the Adonis stated, though she now had a full name to call him. Flynn Dalton. The two combined were freaking awesome, like a hero in an action movie.

He turned his dark eyes on her. Inside, out of the sunshine, she noticed the cobalt blue had become more dominant and quite beautiful.

“You’re our new computer geek?” he asked, disbelief in his expression and tone. 

The garrison C.O. gave him a sharp look. “Forgive Commander Dalton’s rudeness, Miss Hardwick. He usually has better manners, but I’m sure he’ll find them, and right quick.”

Flynn shut his mouth with a snap, having the good grace to look apologetic for his abruptness. “Sorry, sir. And to you, too, Cassie. I’m just surprised. You never mentioned your new job was on the base.”

“You didn’t mention you worked here, either, Commander.”

“I take it you two have met,” the captain interjected.

“We ran into each other last night out on North Beach. He was walking his dog, Roscoe, such a cutie. I couldn’t keep myself from stopping to say hello, and to get a quick snuggle.”

It was Captain Hanson’s turn to look surprised.

“She means with my dog, sir. Not me,” Flynn clarified.

“Oh, yes... I didn’t...of course not.” Realizing he was stammering, the older man stopped and cleared his throat. He also changed the subject to cover for where his thoughts had wrongly gone. “Good to have you aboard, Miss Hardwick.”

“Please, call me Cassie. And it’s me who is glad to be here. I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

Flynn wasn’t ready to move on to pleasantries just yet. “I’m confused. I met the program creator hired to run the computer lab. Gary something.”

“Nesmith,” Cassie supplied, angling her head up—he really was quite tall—and filling him in on the changes, since the captain obviously had not. “And you’re right, he was supposed to be here, with me assisting, but he had a sudden health problem requiring surgery. He’s on the mend, but his arrival will be delayed several weeks while recovering. Until then, you have me. But I’ve worked side by side with Gary for months, helped him test the program, and have hours in the simulator. I’m prepared to get you up and running, and on schedule, Commander.”

“Director Foster has full confidence she’s up to the job.” Then, as if done with the topic, he nodded once and moved on. “The equipment arrived last week, and the technicians installed everything in our newly constructed computer lab. It looked like everything was in order when I inspected it last night. I can’t wait to try her out next week.”

“It’s impressive. I think you’ll be pleased.”

“Good deal,” he said, with a clap of his hands. Like his voice, it boomed in the vast lobby and gave Cassie a start even though she was looking right at him. The man didn’t notice her reaction or seem to have an inkling that overall, he was noisy. “I’ll get one of the men to show you around.”

“No need.” Flynn reentered the conversation, his voice mellow and deep, not to mention many decibels quieter. “I’ve got some downtime before the new group arrives this weekend.”

“Excellent. Cassie, Commander Dalton is all yours. In fact, he can be your tour guide and gopher for the rest of the week, since he’s got daylight to burn.” She glanced over to see his reaction to this new assignment, but he seemed fine with it, gazing back at her with a gleam in his eyes. “Just remember,” the C.O. continued, oblivious to their interplay, “his free status changes when the new candidates arrive on Monday, so use him for your pleasure while you can.”

Flushing hotly at the sexual undertones of the captain’s statement, Cassie avoided looking at Flynn. Although, from the corner of her eye, she didn’t miss the way his lips tipped up in a grin.

Captain Hanson went on, oblivious to his suggestive remark. “I’ll leave you to it, then. I’m due on a conference call with the vice-admiral in Washington in five minutes.” He said nothing more—thankfully—and having dismissed them both, walked down the hall and into the office at the far end.

Left standing next to Flynn, she glanced up, giving him a small smile, and a belated, “Surprise!”

He gazed down at her a moment then laughed, the sound washing over her like a warm wave soothing her frazzled nerves. “Welcome aboard, Cassie.” He extended his arm toward the main doors. “Shall we begin the grand tour?”

She left her car in visitor parking and joined Flynn in his sand-colored, open-sided Jeep. He exited onto Bougainville Rd. and circled the block. It occurred to her as it had when she’d driven in that the base wasn’t self-contained like she expected. Instead, it was a mix of Navy buildings and local businesses in the middle of the island sandwiched between resort properties and residential neighborhoods. They passed a movie theater, a Panda Express, and when he turned down Guadalcanal Rd., he pointed out the Navy store, what he called the Exchange, and right beside it sat a Jack in the Box.

When she commented on it, he explained, “The base opened sixty years after the city was founded and grew around the existing community, becoming a part of it over the years. Naval Base Coronado now houses eight naval installations, employs thirty-six thousand naval and civilian personnel, and encompasses fifty-seven thousand acres, including the airfield on the north end and the peninsula that reaches into San Diego Bay.”

She glanced at him, impressed by his statistical knowledge.

He shrugged, flashing his killer smile without taking his eyes off the road. “I’ve played tour guide before.” 

Flynn pointed out essential buildings like the base police and a medical clinic. Both she doubted she’d ever find again without GPS. He steered the Jeep through a series of turns and over Silver Strand Blvd to a restricted area. After passing through a security checkpoint, they continued farther west toward the beach, a fact she knew only because the morning sun was behind her.

At an intersection, Flynn slowed to a stop, and they waited while a squad of about forty men jogged in front of them dressed in boots, helmets, and bright-red life jackets. The lone man running alongside them, in charge she assumed, gave the commander a chin lift and a quick salute as he passed.

“I didn’t think you had candidates in training this week.”

“There are always candidates in training, but the instructors work on rotation. It’s one thing to keep this grueling schedule as an eager twenty-five-year-old, but another to do it as a trainer with a few extra years under the belt, month after month, and year-round.” As he explained, he casually hooked a tanned, muscular forearm over the wheel and twisted, aiming his Oakleys in her direction. “We have some built-in downtime for classroom instruction, recruitment, paperwork, and what have you. Since I’m the BUD/s officer in charge, I have administrative duties as well. We’ll all rotate through your simulator on our down weeks. Since this is mine, you won’t see me in class for another month.”

Cassie found this disappointing. She was hoping to see him more and get to know him better, liking what she learned about him so far. It would be her chance to prove she wasn’t the airhead he’d encountered at headquarters earlier, or the kid floundering around in the waves, as he’d thought at first. 

As she watched the group of trainees proceed down an alley between two buildings, she glimpsed blue on the horizon once they were gone. The base wasn’t the least bit remarkable, but the setting was spectacular.

“They run on the beach,” she guessed. “What a beautiful place to train.”

“I doubt they’ll notice the scenery,” he said with a chuckle. “They’ll be spending too much time sucking wind or freezing in the surf.”

She shivered in recollection of the cold soaking she’d received last night.

“Nippy, wasn’t it?” He leaned in closer. “And we don’t use wetsuits.”

“How do you stand it in the winter?”

He shrugged as he drove on. “You develop a tolerance to it. And those that can’t aren’t meant to be SEALs. Missions rarely happen in ideal conditions. They’re lucky the base is here and not farther north, like Seattle.”

Her gaze wandered back to the blue waters of the Pacific now visible because of a wide break between the buildings. “Looks sure are deceiving when it’s eighty-five degrees, sunny, with a bright blue sky overhead.”

“The frigid water doesn’t keep the tourists away. And the water sports dealers do a bang-up business. Most of it comes from wetsuit rentals.”

She grinned, laughing softly.

“For the Navy’s purposes, it’s the perfect place for combat dive exercises. We get the best of both worlds, the calmness of the San Diego Bay, and the choppy, often rough Pacific. It can be treacherous, with waves topping eight feet. For a surfer, that’s nothing special, but it can be deadly for a weak swimmer. We also get a dangerous rip current occasionally.”

“You mentioned that, and the poor girl who drowned.”

His brow creased, no less handsome when he frowned. “It’s a real threat. That’s why we require our SEAL candidates to pass two months of BUD/s prep before they set foot on the island. To prove they’re up for the challenge and are strong swimmers.”

She frowned, trying to decipher the acronym, something she’d noticed in a short time was abundant in the military. “Can you translate BUD/s into English, please?”

His smile returned as he downshifted to make another turn. “Basic Underwater Demolition.”

“What’s the ‘s’ stand for?”

“SEAL,” he said with a grin.

She kept from rolling her eyes, but sarcasm leached into her tone when she replied, “How silly of me not to know that.”

“This is the SEAL training center, Cassie. Ninety percent of the time that’s what S stands for here.”

“Got it. Wait, you said prep. It takes two months to prepare before coming here? Aren’t these guys in the Navy already?”

“Most are, yes. But it takes two months of readiness training and PST to earn a ticket to Coronado.”

“Another acronym. I think I need a SEAL dictionary.”

His low, sexy laughter caused her heart to flutter. “You’ll get used to it, babe.”

She sucked in a breath at the way “babe” sounded in his husky baritone. It stirred long-dormant tingles when it shouldn’t, not while at work. Trying to cover for her inappropriate response, she asked another question, fast. “What are PSTs?”

“Physical screening tests. Each candidate must be able to swim one thousand meters with fins in under twenty minutes, do seventy push-ups in two minutes, ten pull-ups, sixty sit-ups, and complete a four-mile run in thirty minutes. Basic stuff.”

Cassie laughed, although Flynn seemed serious. “Basic for Superman, maybe.”

“No, that’s basic for a tadpole. If you think that’s tough, you should hear what they have to endure to make it as a frogman.” Coming up to another stop sign, he waited until she looked his way. He’d slid his shades down his nose, his eyes twinkling as he quipped. “A cape and tights, babe? Not happening. Real men wear camo.” 

Smiling broadly, he winked before he returned his cool AF shades to the bridge of his nose and shifted his attention back to the road.

Forget about a flutter. Her heart skipped a beat, and it was all she could do to keep from drooling.

“So.” When the word came out breathy, she swallowed and tried again. “With prep before arrival, the candidates must be in top condition when they get to you.”

“Hardly. That’s plebe status. They spend the first three weeks here running, swimming, and tackling the obstacle course, all to prepare for day one of First Phase when the actual work begins.”

“Which is...”

“Hell. Or the precursor to it at least. We add more laps, more miles, day by day, pushing them to their physical limits until it peaks at week four, which we refer to as hell week.”

“Why?”

His wicked grin said it all; still, he replied, “You don’t want to know.”

Dear heaven, the man was sexy and so panty-melting gorgeous if she didn’t get a grip on her aching girl parts when she got up, she’d leave a wet spot on the seat. She swallowed hard, shifted onto a hip to make sure that didn’t happen then managed a shaky reply. “You’re right. I don’t.”

As he took a sharp curve, her strategic positioning went out the nonexistent window. She had to brace with both feet and grab hold of the bar in front of her—seat belts not standard issue on a military Jeep evidently—to keep from flying out the open side.

“The building to your right is the BUD/s grinder, where you’ll find me most days when we’re not in the water.”

“Grinder?”

“It’s what we call the training facility.”

She looked at the ordinary-looking building and the parking lot full of big manly trucks and SUVs. Nothing about it clued her in on the nickname. Again, she had to ask. “Okay. I’ll bite. Why do you call it the grinder?”

His lips flattened into a line before he answered. “In the center is an open asphalt area where the men do their calisthenics. It’s hot, unforgiving, and exhausting. Most liken it to being run through a meat grinder.”

With the Jeep on another straightaway, she relaxed her grip but didn’t let go. “Why push them to their limits? Don’t they break by that point?”

“Being a SEAL isn’t for lightweights, or for those who do things halfway. We have a saying here in training; the only easy day was yesterday. We make it hard because missions are hard. One day their lives and their teammates’ lives as well as the outcome of the mission will depend on being prepared and at peak performance. Training weeds out those who can’t cut it. It separates the wannabes from the real men. Two-thirds will end up ringing the bell.”

“Um...” Maybe there was a SEAL glossary online she could download to her Kindle.

“You’ve heard it called DOR, I bet.”

She frowned, having heard the term somewhere but unable to recall what it stood for.

“You’ve never seen An Officer and a Gentleman I take it.”

Her frown turned into a blank stare.

“Sorry, bad example. That movie came out before my time, so I know it predates you, kiddo.” His amusement earned him a scowl, although he was checking traffic at another intersection and missed it. “DOR stands for ‘drop on request.’ Pain, cold-wet miserable conditions, freezing to a point bordering on hypothermia, physical and mental exhaustion, and sleep deprivation all take a toll on a man. Those who drop out get reassigned. The few left standing after hell week are the ones with the drive and commitment to make it through the next two phases and to graduation.”

“When do I get them?”

“During land warfare training—Phase 3—which is basic weaponry, marksmanship, and tactical training. That’s where the simulators come in. We do live drills and have courses set up to simulate urban warfare, but it’s not enough. Some of the old-school traditionalists are against technology training, but these kids cut their teeth on video games and computers. It makes sense to augment their skills using it.”

“With proven results. Wait until you get into one and see for yourself,” Cassie said, brimming with excitement. “This new platform has opened a whole new world of opportunity. It goes way beyond a PS4 or the most advanced arcade game. It’s virtual reality and can put SEALs in combat situations without actual danger and with much less expense in the long run. The simulations are authentic, too. We’ve got everything from repelling out of a helicopter while taking on enemy fire in Central America, to the crowded neighborhoods of Afghanistan where a sniper can pop up at any moment, or a suicide bomber, all without leaving the training facility.”

He glanced at her, a brow raised, and she adjusted her statement. “Our beta testers were former SEALs who have been there for real. They helped us tweak the scenarios and graphics, so they are spot-on.”

He nodded but said nothing, not dispelling the notion a computer model could come close to simulating reality as others had. She appreciated that because it was never their intent.

“Have you?” Cassie asked.

“Have I what?”

“Been to Afghanistan and Central America?”

His face tightened, and he nodded. “More times than I care to discuss.”

She ended her line of questioning, since he was sensitive to it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

“You didn’t. And you need not be sorry. I just don’t talk about it. I’ve put in two decades with the Navy, Cassie. Before becoming an instructor, I was in the field, carrying out missions for fifteen years. What I’ve seen and done is history. Some of it is painful, since I had friends and teammates who didn’t make it home. Therefore, I find it easier to look forward and leave the past where it belongs.”

She could only imagine the horrors he’d seen. It made her want to crawl into his lap and comfort him. But hugging the man who commanded those she would train seemed out of bounds. At a loss for words, she thought it best not to offer meaningless platitudes and remained silent.

When they came to yet another stop sign, he turned to her. “Now, let me ask you a question. Are you confident you can handle this assignment by yourself, or are you covering?”

“Both,” she said without hesitation. “But as I told Captain Hansen, I’m up for the challenge. I can do this, Flynn. I’m a jumble of nervous excitement inside, but I’ve got the skill to make this successful. Once I conquer the butterflies, it’s game on.”

He stared at her a moment before giving her a slow, sexy grin. “A straightforward, honest answer. I like that.”

When they were moving again, she had somehow quelled the desire to jump his bones and simultaneously self-destruct her budding career. “I guess for women, the computer world is a lot like the military. We’re a minority, so we have to prove ourselves repeatedly, and not bat an eyelash when presented with yet another challenge.”

He nodded in approval. “You’ve got brass balls, Cassie Hardwick, something else I like in a woman.”

Great. Even worse than being thought of as a kid, having a handsome man like Flynn Dalton attributing her with a set of balls, brass or otherwise.

Sighing inwardly, she tried to stay focused and pick up the original thread of their conversation. He’d spoken of the physically taxing First Phase, although it was hard to fathom how mortal men, and soon women with the loosening of the regulations, could bear up under the grueling training, or why they would want to. But she was grateful that many like Flynn did.

The Final Phase she understood because it was more in line with what Foster Dynamics had contracted to assist with, but he’d left a gap in the middle.

“What happens in the Second Phase?”

“Seven weeks of combat diving and underwater drills.”

“Seven weeks in the water,” Cassie repeated while shaking her head. “By the time I see them, they will be frozen prunes.”

Chuckling, he turned the Jeep down a side road with new-looking asphalt between several grassy lots on the left, and dunes on the right. 

“Not quite,” he said as they picked up speed again. “But close. When they come to you, they’ll be so glad to be out of the elements, into dry clothes, with the better part of a week in a climate control room staring them in the face, they won’t know how to act.”

The image of a kindergarten class before nap time came to mind. “Gee, I can’t wait.”

“They’ll behave, Cassie, because if they don’t, I’ll rip them a new one or mete out the appropriate punishment.”

“Which entails what?”

“Whatever I’m in the mood to hand down. Either another day in the grinder or repeating surf training until they learn manners. But I’m a fair man, so I let them choose their fate.”

Turning her head, she admired his profile. “Exercising all day on unforgiving hot black asphalt or freezing in the Pacific; both sound awful. Which do they usually pick?”

“Both.”

“What?”

“Babe, believe me, they don’t want me ripping them a new one.” He said this with such an evil-looking expression on his face she cringed.

“Flynn! Both is cruel and inhuman punishment.”

“This ain’t no tea party,” he drawled. “And a SEAL is not a SEAL, if he’s not polite to the ladies.”

She couldn’t keep from laughing. “I think you must be a sadist at heart.”

His head whipped to the side, his expression indecipherable. But he didn’t utter a word, only blinked then turned front, downshifting into a lower gear to take another turn.

“I only meant you must be hell on wheels as a commander for a man to choose a fate worse than death over a dressing down from you.”

Flynn’s face visibly relaxed, and he shrugged one broad shoulder. “At some point, before they’re done here, I’m sure many think death would be a relief. And we’re only selecting the ones who move on. After BUD/s, they have twenty-six more weeks of qualification training before they earn their trident and get assigned to a team. You’ll see those men in your simulator, too.”

That came to almost a full year, start to finish. Amazing! It took someone exceptional to endure all of that, someone like Flynn.

She eyed him speculatively, noting the breadth of his shoulders, the muscles that filled out his shirt so nicely, and his lean waist. He had to be close to zero body fat.

“What do you do while the tadpoles are tormented, Commander?”

“I’m in the trenches or getting wet right along with them.”

“No wonder,” she breathed, though she didn’t mean to. She bit her lip too late to take it back, however.

“No wonder what?” he inquired, as he hit the brakes and eased the vehicle to a stop. Twisting to face her, he once again looped his sinewy forearm over the wheel.

“Nothing,” was her instant reply.

This only got her a knowing grin. “I don’t stand around chewing asses and barking orders like the drill sergeants you’ve seen in the movies. I like to lead by example, both the candidates and the SEAL instructors under my command. And, even though the odds of being called up again are remote, I have to stay mission ready, just in case.”

“There’s a chance of that?”

He shrugged as he set the parking brake. “The odds of that are slim. Someone has to stay behind and train more SEAL Team members to take out the next terrorist threat. Technically, I’m active-duty, so there’s always a possibility.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. The thought of Flynn overseas, involved in a dangerous top-secret mission scared the bejeezus out of her, and she wasn’t sure why. They’d only just met.

“We’ve arrived at your basic, state-of-the-art geek lab, Cassie. Want to have a look?”

Shifting in her seat, she took in the moderate-sized nondescript building, the site of her newest challenge, one that was all hers for the next six weeks until Gary arrived. With excitement bubbling inside her, she jumped from the vehicle.

“Damn straight, Commander! Me and my big brass balls can’t wait to dig in.”
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Chapter 4
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With little time before training classes started for the officers, Cassie rolled up her sleeves and got to work as soon as Flynn left her that first day. She worked well into the evening, with him stopping by to take her back to her car and thoughtful enough to have one of his men bring it to her when she wasn’t ready to leave.

She spent the next two days setting up each of the twelve simulator stations, and the third running system checks. By Thursday, she was ready for testing and invited two of the men in early for trials. Flynn hadn’t been one of them; he was much too distracting.

After her first day, she’d only had brief glimpses of him. He’d checked in with her daily, popping his head in around midday, or calling the control room in the morning. She’d declined his offers to help her find her way around the island. Not that she didn’t want to see him, but because she had a ton of work to get done and barely came up for air. When she had a few moments to spare, she politely refused, not wanting to be a pest.

It was late Friday morning, and she was tweaking the settings based on her test subjects’ feedback when the control room doors opened with a soft whoosh. She looked up to see Flynn in the doorway, propping one of the double doors open with a broad shoulder and lean hip. Her pulse rate instantly picked up its pace.

It startled her each time she saw him. At first, she thought it was the crisp white uniform, fitted to his magnificent body as if tailored to it, and the way it contrasted with his golden tan. But today he wore khaki and still took her breath away. She couldn’t help the tingling of excitement that raced through her when he flashed his movie star smile her way. 

Flynn didn’t have the pretty-boy, rom-com leading man sort of good looks. Instead, he had the striking ruggedness of an action hero with an alpha male hotness that fueled her dreams. Over the past week, he had starred in every one of her fantasies, which had haunted her nights. Some centered on him scooping her up in his arms and carrying her off to his bed where he made wild, passionate love to her. Invariably, she woke up, before they got to the good parts—the happy ending—darn her luck. 

Overshadowing the heart-melting romantic fantasies were the naughty ones. In these, he dominated with raw sexuality, tossing her over his shoulder when she lodged a token protest, and smacking her ass until it was a warm, rosy red. This had her quivering with desire to do his bidding, as well as doing him. 

Since her subconscious mind was in charge, strict bondage and spanking were the headlining acts, both ranking in her top three favorite activities. Then he’d use her thoroughly, controlling her body to their mutual satisfaction, which was at the top of her list. 

One started out with her tied to his bed in four-point restraints, Flynn over her, his cock deep inside her, not touching her anywhere except where they were joined. Then, somehow, she ended up with her feet above her head, ankles fastened to the same posts as her wrists. In this position, folded over like a taco shell, her bare, vulnerable bottom pointed skyward, she was helpless to do anything except cry out for more when he used her—relentlessly—with his mouth and fingers.

Another time she was on her knees, wrists bound to her ankles, chest to the bed, head turned to the side where she could see him. She watched Flynn kneeling between her legs, the tails of his flogger keeping a steady whoosh and thwap rhythm on alternating cheeks of her ass while he drove deep and hard into her from behind. 

Then last night, on her knees on a table, cheek pressed to the cool, smooth surface, with her wrists restrained between her feet and her thighs strapped wide apart so she couldn’t move an inch. He spanked her upraised cheeks, rubbing and teasing her in between swats until she begged him to let her come. He hadn’t, not in the way she asked for. Instead, he powered into her from behind, denying her release until he gave the okay. 

This was a persistent theme in all of her dreams, whether sweet or dirty. He brought her close to climax but didn’t let her fly, edging her expertly over and over, the torment sweeter than any she’d known. 

Each time, when he finally relented, they came together, lights exploding around them like fireworks on the fourth of July. In the vision created by her sleeping brain, one climax extended into another, and still another, until she was mindless and limp from innumerable orgasms. Through it all, Flynn kept going—inexhaustible—until the blare of her alarm clock chased him away. 

This morning, she’d laid in her rumpled bed, drenched in sweat, until she recovered enough to stagger to the shower. Then, exhausted from another episode of Flynn Does Cassie Nightly, she had trudged into work, desperate for coffee for the fourth day in a row. 

The vivid memories of her erotic fantasies made the tingle between her thighs radiate to her entire lower half, leaving her pussy drenched, the same way it had been upon waking each morning for the past few days.

“Cassie?” 

Her head snapped up at the sound of his deep voice. The curving of his full, kissable lips into a slow, sexy grin followed, as if he knew what preoccupied her thoughts.

She stiffened. No way. He couldn’t possibly...

Although, he probably got a hint from the sudden blush heating her cheeks. An easy blusher because of her fair skin. It gave her away every time. Though the cause was commonly embarrassment over something she’d said or done, not from replaying sex dreams in her head while on the job.

Holy molasses in January! Get it together, girl.

“Are you feeling all right? You look flushed.”

“I’m fine. Just frustrated over getting the calibration on these simulators set before Monday.”

“Having trouble?” His gray-blue eyes shifted to the bank of monitors over her shoulder. An instant later, one smooth brow arched in question. 

She glanced back, biting off a groan when she saw the message on the main screen. It read, operation successful, in big red flashing letters, proving her a liar.

“Thank goodness,” she exclaimed, faking relief. “I’ve been running that sequence and getting an error all morning.”

“Are you at a stopping point?” he asked, being gentleman enough not to call her on her fib.

“Yes, why?”

“I’m heading into town to get lunch. This is my last chance before the new group begins indoctrination next week. I won’t come up for air, in a literal sense, except on weekends for the next three. I thought you might like to join me. You’ve been putting in SEAL hours, working from dawn to dusk, since you arrived.”

Her eyes darted to the paper bag on the table against the wall that contained her less than appetizing peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

“Brown bagging it gets getting pretty old by day five,” Flynn prompted.

She grimaced, not admitting she had planned to skip lunch altogether rather than choke down another PB&J.

“I know a place that makes the best cheeseburgers west of the Mississippi,” he said, a little lilt in his voice. He couldn’t know she’d sell state secrets for a juicy burger with the works. “Come on, Cassie. Don’t make me eat all by my lonesome.” 

Her mouth watered, not from the thought of a thick burger and a gigantic pile of fries, but from the sight of his lips, turned down in a pretend pout. Could she be in Flynn’s company for an hour and not beg him to do everything he’d done to her in her dreams? 

“I don’t know,” she replied, a quiver in her voice she hoped he didn’t notice. “That’s high praise, considering there’s a lot of cattle country between here and the Great Muddy.”

“You know you want to,” he cajoled. “And you can’t say no when it’s my treat.”

She couldn’t say no because it was lunch with Commander Flynn Dalton. 

“Okay. I’m in!”

“That’s my girl!” he murmured with a wink and a self-satisfied grin. It was all she could do to walk to her desk, retrieve her purse, and not fall flat on her face from a case of lust-induced rubber legs.

He led her out to his vehicle, a big black Ford truck, a newer model judging from the way it gleamed in the sunshine. It came as no surprise when he directed her to the passenger side and opened the door for her.

With uncertainty, she eyed the distance from the ground to the cab. His truck lacked running boards, a necessity for a petite woman in flats. “Good thing I wore pants today,” she commented, well used to vertical challenges.

“Do you need a hand, small fry?”

Tilting her chin, she looked up at his grinning face, higher than her own by at least a foot, and considered his offer. Having his hands on her hips, or heaven forbid, boosting her up with one across her backside would have her hot and bothered more than she was already. She declined while teasing him about his own far-from-average size. 

“No thanks, Commander Colossus. I got this.”

With his soft chuckle filling her ears and warming her insides, she grabbed on with two hands and climbed up.

Once she was inside, he paused, watching her buckle up before he shut the door with a solid thud. As she situated herself with her purse in her lap, clutching it to hide the nervous trembling of her hands, he strode around the hood to the driver’s side. His long legs made his entry effortless compared to her own.

“Next time, I’ll drive.” She pointed to her roadster one space over. So small it stood in full shade from the shadow cast by his enormous truck.

He snorted with amusement. “You’ve mistaken me for a human pretzel. No way is my frame folding into that pint-sized clown car, Cassie. I’d be in traction for a month.”

He either ignored or didn’t catch her comment about next time. If it was the former, she covered her forwardness further with a joke.

“Everyone knows clown cars are spacious inside, Flynn. I believe the World Record stands at thirty-one in a Citreon, set back in 2013. Therefore, I take no offense at your insults toward my baby.”

Grinning, he started the engine and drove them off the base. Only minutes away, along Route 75, the road she took to work every day, he pulled into the packed lot at the Surfside Diner. To Cassie, who had passed it coming and going, it looked like your everyday greasy spoon. Maybe worse with its sand, sea, salt, and sun weathered exterior. From the line out the door, it had to be a local favorite, and so packed they had to park on the street a few blocks down and walk.

Flynn knew the ins and outs of dining there and moved them to the take-out line, which was much shorter. “We’ll get it to go. There’s a park near here with picnic tables and shade trees,” he told her, then ordered two cheeseburger combos, only deferring to her in choosing a drink.

She didn’t mind in the least when he took charge but should have remembered when it came time to pay. He reached for his billfold in his back pocket at the same time she opened her purse and dug around for her wallet.

“Don’t even think about it,” he murmured, not needing to say more. The warning in his firm tone and his stare promised retribution if she even thought about trying to argue. The firm set of his jaw didn’t ease until she pulled her hand out of her bag.

While he paid, she studied him at length. Flynn was a rare breed these days. A take-charge kind of man, he was used to calling the shots. Not only as a naval officer but as a SEAL, the toughest of the tough. And he trained other men to be the same way. To do so, he had to be fit, strong, and intelligent, as well as determined, and he had to be the best at his job. From what she had seen of him so far, he was also a gentleman to the nth degree. 

Notwithstanding, the night they met. He’d been curt and sorely tempted to paddle her backside when he thought she was both drunk, high, and close to drowning in the surf. But that only showed he meant business and didn’t take crap from anyone, even a girl on the beach in need of rescuing, sort of.

To complete the package, he was oh-so easy on the eyes. When a dreamy sigh threatened to escape, she used unknown powers and kept it inside even while she fell deeper under his spell.

Once they had their food, fought the crowd to get outside, and walked to the park, every table had been claimed. So, the ground had to do, but lunch with him beneath a shade tree on a grassy hill overlooking the bay was all she expected it would be. The food was good, the company better, and he charmed her further with his quick wit and lively sense of humor. He put her so at ease, she spent most of the time talking about her family and growing up near San Francisco.

In no time, their hour had passed, and it was time to head back to work. It was then she realized with him asking leading questions, she’d done most of the talking and had learned little about him.

Flynn gathered up their trash, stuffing it all into the bag it had come in, even their empty cups, then rose to his feet. After brushing off the seat of his pants, he offered her his free hand.

“Unfortunately, I’ve got to get back for a meeting,” he explained as he helped her to her feet with a firm tug.

“I need to get back to it, too. If I’m going to be ready to train your badass instructor brethren on new weaponry and simulated deadly warfare on Monday, that is.”

He shook his head then twisted and pitched the bag into a nearby open trash bin, swishing it from about twenty feet.

Was there anything he wasn’t good at?

“We’re trained, kid, believe me. This will just fine-tune us and add another tool to our arsenal as we prepare the masses on how to use our new technology.”

As he stepped onto the sidewalk and waited for her to do the same, she struggled to conceal her reaction. It was the worst thing he could have called her. More hurtful than a four-letter word, or the five-letter one starting with b. Worse even than fat, ugly, or stupid. None of those would crush her as much as “kid.” She’d battled against it her entire adult life, and now, when her dream man walked into it, he thought of her the same way everyone else did. And this wasn’t the first time he’d used it.

He hadn’t been wooing her gently, as she’d hoped. By checking in and assisting their new contractor, he’d been doing his job as his captain had ordered.

Lunch should have been her first clue. If he’d had romance in mind, it would have been dinner. If he thought she was old enough for him, it would be at a place that served cocktails. Flynn only saw her as a kid, nothing more. All this time, he was merely being friendly to the new girl on the base by making her feel welcome.

She said nothing as they walked back to his truck. After she’d climbed in, she sat in silence, watching the sun reflecting off the bay until it was out of sight. Once they arrived back at the training center, she didn’t wait for him to open her door and hopped out. Then, without looking at him, walked around the hood and onto the sidewalk. Having gained a sliver of control over the tears that threatened, if not her utter disappointment, when she reached the concrete ramp that led up to the entrance, she turned to face him.

Plastering on a fake smile, one she hoped he didn’t see through, she tipped her face up to his and said brightly, “Thanks for lunch, Flynn. You were right; I needed a break.”

Something flickered in his eyes, surprise, perhaps confusion, but before she could figure it out, it vanished.

“I enjoyed your company. Next week, I’m tied up, but the following one, I’ll have a break on Friday. We should do this again.”

“I’d like that,” she replied before she could stop herself. Lunch with him would be an exercise in torture when she knew he didn’t see it as more than that. She wasn’t a masochist. Could she endure such pain? Still, she’d had fun with him, and needed friends, both at work and in town. “Next time it’s my treat.”

“Cassie...”

“So as not to offend your macho manliness, Commander, I’ll pack us a picnic. We can go back to the park.”

“Or ride out to the beach near the airfield. I have it on good authority they’ll be doing parachute training that day if you’d like to watch.”

“That sounds like fun.” She took a step back. “I should get back to work.”

“Me, too. See you around, small fry,” he said with another teasing wink like she was his kid sister. 

“Back at ya, Colossus,” she replied, her voice breathier than she intended. Before she could melt at his feet and beg him to love her forever, she whirled and ran up the steps and into the coolness of her computer lab. 

***
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Watching her blonde ponytail swishing as she bounded up the stairs, his eyes migrated to her round behind, twitching in her snug-fitting pants. They hugged her curves to perfection and instantly made his dick hard, a perpetual state around Cassie, something that made Flynn more than a little uncomfortable. She was a kid, barely out of college, maybe twenty-three, twenty-four at the most, an innocent compared to a hardened Navy man who’d seen too much in his day.

Although the attraction was strong, the differences between them were too much of a barrier. Where she was sweetness and light, Flynn had a dark side. He wanted to strip her naked, bind her in erotic ways, keeping her open and vulnerable, taking her whenever and however he wanted. If he possessed her delicious ass, he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off it. Her fair skin would blush to a beautiful rosy red under his hand or a flogger. He could imagine the sexy sounds she’d make when teased by his fingers in between swats. And he was sure her pussy would drench to overflowing with sweet honey when he took her to the brink over and over until she begged him to let her come. 

Only then would he fuck her, driving into her relentlessly until one climax melded into the next and her tight, curvy, fantastic body convulsed in surrender. And these plans were mild compared to some of the other creative ideas he had, some twisted enough to curl her soft, fragrant hair.

But Cassie was off-limits. 

She worked with him, and even though that by itself wasn’t an issue, lines could get blurred. As a civilian contractor, she fell under the chain of command as a guest on the base. With the Navy taking a firm stance in recent years against sexual harassment, he was careful to avoid anything that could be misconstrued as coercion between them. Cassie already had an impeccable reputation on the base, something he wouldn’t risk tarnishing.

He was a staunch believer in never shitting where you live—ever. Setting the age difference aside, if he pursued things with her, disclosed his BDSM desires, and she wasn’t into it, or if she was and later things fell apart, it could get awkward. He’d seen other workplace romances end, leaving resentments too strong to overcome. In each case, one party inevitably transferred or quit.

No, despite being hard as his steel dress saber whenever he was in her company, Cassie Hardwick wasn’t for him. If she were ten years older, perhaps he’d take the risk, but with him pushing forty, the gap in their ages made him uneasy. He wanted a submissive who was a partner, one who would age gracefully with him. Not one who woke up in the not-so-distant future and realized she had an old man for a dominant while she was still young and vibrant. A May-December relationship might work for some, but it wasn’t his thing. 

Knowing how overwhelming the military world could be for a civilian, he would be a friend and act as her guide. Other than that, it was not a path he could follow—sadly—because it had been a very long time since he’d come across someone as captivating as Cassie that kept his dick hard 24/7. 
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Chapter 5
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On all fours, the cold tile floor beneath her palms and knees bit into her skin as she inched forward. The pain intensified when, unable to go farther, she stopped, stuck in the awkward position. A loose strand of hair tickled her nose, or perhaps it was all the dust. Either way, she didn’t dare scratch. It’s not like she could, anyway, hemmed in as she was in the confined space. 

If she could squeeze her arm between the frame and the wall up ahead, she could finish and get out of here. Lifting one hand, she balanced on the other while stretching carefully, meanwhile trying to forget the horizontal support brace digging sharply into her ribs. 

“Only...a fraction...more,” she said, grunting from the strain. 

The clang of metal reverberated loudly in the room. It was the outside door; its self-closing arm in dire need of fixing. Even though she heard it repeatedly throughout the day, it startled her and she jumped. 

Another bang sounded. This time from her head connecting sharply with the underside of her workstation. White light flashed before eyes, and she let out a low moan. She raised her hand, intent on rubbing away the burning pain in her scalp, but she smacked her elbow on a brace in the process.

Her initial groan turned into a hiss as a jolt shot up her arm. Whimpering now, she shook her head to clear her vision and stop the ringing in her ears, but could do nothing about the uncomfortable tingling running from her elbow to her fingertips. Afraid to move and do more damage, she knelt frozen on hands and knees while her body dealt with the pain.

When the bright dots had dissipated, she opened her eyes. Except for a slight dizziness, her vision was normal, which she took as a positive sign. Only the lingering tenderness at the back of her head remained. Despite her current predicament, she had to focus on completing her task and getting out of there in one piece.

As the door creaked open and heels thudded on the floor, she knew someone else had entered the control room. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Twisting carefully, she peered over her shoulder and past her hip at a pair of long, muscular legs in pressed khakis, and a pair of gleaming black Oxfords. She cursed silently, recognizing the uniform of an officer.

Could this be more embarrassing?

“Cassie? Do you need help?” The rich timbre of Flynn’s baritone was like velvet along her skin. His presence always warmed her in places where it shouldn’t, but with her bottom sticking out from the hole under the desk, it heated her face in a mortified blush.

Crap! Why did it have to be Flynn of all people?

Maybe she could pretend she didn’t hear him and he’d go away. If she wasn’t in such a pickle, she’d have laughed at that ridiculous notion. He wouldn’t let her ignore him. 

Right then, he dropped into a squat, and ducked his head, peering into the small space. “Cassie?” he repeated, this time with an edge of concern in his tone.

Curse her bad luck. 

Because of systems issues, she had to cancel training sessions in the simulator today. Having the place to herself, she kicked off her shoes and when the time came to crawl under the furniture to complete a minor repair, she went for it. She didn’t think anyone would walk in and catch her this way. And why, on this huge naval base, with thousands of employees, did it have to be the one man who made her chest ache, palms sweat, and her girly parts tingle?

She couldn’t close her eyes at night without seeing him, and during the day, with the revolving door of men in and out of her lab, she strained to hear the deep chuckle that came easy for him. It was distracting because she looked up every time the door to her lab opened, expecting to see his twinkling gray-blue eyes.

Instead of monitoring the simulations and adjusting a setting here and there, she stared off into space, with images of his handsome face haunting her. Or seeing the dimple she hadn’t noticed at first, maybe because it was in his left cheek, which faced away when he’d been driving, or because it was dark when they met or a host of other reasons. Now she knew it popped out when he smiled, or when he clenched his jaw, a telltale sign of annoyance, most often directed at one of the BUD/s trainees.

So many times, she wished he’d appear and didn’t. Why did he have to turn up now? 

“You’re holding your head. Are you hurt?”

Realizing she had been staring at him like an idiot without saying a word, she forced a reply. “I smacked my head on the desk, but I’m okay.”

“Come out, and I’ll have a look.” Softly spoken or not, it was not a request. Used to being obeyed by the men under his command, Flynn held out his hand, expecting her compliance as well.

“I need to change out this power cord first.” 

With another pain-induced grunt, she patted the floor until she found the three-pronged plug she’d dropped while trying to tend to her injuries. Once she had it in hand, she stretched for the outlet again, still just out of reach. Moving the workstation would have been easier than crawling on the dirty floor. She’d tried that option first, but the sturdy, multi-section, metal and wood desk hadn’t budged an inch when she attempted to slide it away from the wall. So here she was, stuck, embarrassed, lacking only another half inch to complete her mission.

Straining, she paid no attention to the sharp edges digging into her flesh in a half-dozen locations and slid the plug into place. She heaved a sigh when she heard the equipment over her head power on. 

Her relief was short-lived, however. Next came extricating herself without further embarrassment, while Flynn watched.

She’d much rather stay in the cubby hole until he left, but he must have come to the lab for a reason. Having no other excuse to hide from him and knowing she would seem even more foolish cowering under the desk, she inched out of the cramped wire-and-cord-cluttered opening.

Cassie soon realized backing out blindly was much harder than getting in. As her bare skin dragged along the tile, she bumped her elbow, the other one this time, though not as hard. It still caused a sharp pain and subsequent tingling.

“Funny bone, my ass,” she grumbled.

“Let me move the desk.”

“No. I’ve got it.” Shifting backward again with more caution, she stopped when something tugged on her hair. Reaching up carefully, she found her braid had become snagged on a wire hanging down from overhead. She felt around, got poked with the sharp end twice, and pulled, but it only seemed to make it worse.

Just great. 

She closed her eyes. “Flynn?”

“I’m right here, Cassie.”

“I’m stuck,” she muttered. 

He didn’t allow even a second to pass before his hand slid over her hip, up her back, his long arm easily reaching her head. He moved her hand out of the way and worked her hair free. The next thing she knew, both of his hands clamped around her hips as he guided her out.

When she cleared the workstation, flushed, hot, and feeling as rumpled as an unmade bed, she looked up, watching with unabashed fascination as he unfolded from his squat to tower over her. Something about their positions, her at his feet, small compared to his long, hard-muscled frame, he in his crisp uniform with the officer stripes prominent on his shoulders, and his entire commanding presence caused a rush of liquid heat between her legs. Not an unfamiliar sensation in the time she’d known him.

She dismissed all thoughts of the tingling, warmth, and moisture below her waist and gazed up at him. It was then she saw his hand extended to help her up, a gentleman as always. When she laid her palm on his, heat flared, spreading through her body as he pulled her to her feet. 

Standing close, nearly touching, she moved back and began fussing with her dusty, mussed clothing, smoothing down her skirt where it had ridden up, adjusting her half-untucked blouse, and finger combing the strands of hair that had come loose from the side braid she’d fashioned that morning.

Flynn stayed her movements by taking her shoulders and turning her toward him. “Let’s have a look at that bump, shall we?”

In an instant, he erased the distance between them. The sound of his breath and the rustling of his clothes filled the air, and she could feel the warmth emanating from his skin. With gentle hands, he tilted her head forward, his fingers searching for a moment before murmuring, “This will have to go.”

Before she could guess what he meant, he slipped the elastic band from the end of her braid and unraveled her hair.

“Is that necessary?” she asked, her tone overly sharp as she struggled to hide how much his closeness and touch were affecting her.

“It is, if I’m to see the damage. Hold still.”

He parted her hair at her nape, brought the two sections forward, and gently sifted through the strands while probing her scalp. When he came across the tender spot, she flinched, hissing in pain. 

“You’ve got quite a lump back here.”

He angled her head farther forward for closer inspection, bringing the top of it flush against his chest. This close, his alluring scent filled her lungs. No cologne or fake fragrances for Flynn, only clean-smelling soap and man. If she could bottle it, she’d bathe in it, wash her clothes in it—better yet, her bed linens. The thought of his evocative fragrance surrounding her while she slept, aroused every nerve ending between her thighs and dampened the crotch of her panties.

It had been this way for weeks now, her insides jangling with excitement whenever he was around, even in a crowd. When it was just the two of them, like now, it got so much worse. 

It wasn’t only his scent or how he looked—although Lord knows the man was handsome as sin—it was also the air of confidence and authority that surrounded him. Working at a naval base dedicated to training Navy SEALs, these characteristics were present in almost all the men she met at work every day.

She suspected God’s gift, take-no-shit, tough as nails, and badass were required attributes on a SEALs application. Commander Dalton’s magnetic personality, bolstered by an extra serving of dominant alpha maleness, drew her to him like a moth to a flame. She’d tried to curtail it but was failing miserably.

Nonetheless, Cassie was a realist. That Flynn would look at her in more than a platonic way was a pipe dream. He could have his choice of women. Why waste an amorous thought on a short, clumsy, computer geek like her? 

“The skin isn’t broken,” he murmured as he continued his inspection. “Some ice should reduce the swelling.”

“It’s fine. Really.”

She eased away, and he let her go. As she raised her head and faced him, she caught the slightest flicker of a shadow cross his handsome face. Was it something she had done or said?

He took a step back. “Why didn’t you call maintenance or ask someone to help you move the desk?”

“It was a simple power cord exchange. I thought I could reach it, but overestimated my stubby T-Rex arms, I guess.” Her little joke fell flat, not inciting the tiniest spark of amusement in his usual quick to laugh personality.

“Don’t denigrate yourself,” came his low response. “I’ll expect a call next time rather than you taking risks and ending up hurt. You have an island full of able-bodied men at your disposal. If you need something heavy moved, ask for help. Got me?”

“I got you, Flynn. Thanks.”

His stern expression softened with her agreement. “If you rattle your brains, imp, who will I spar with to pass the time while the men are busy running simulations?”

His week-long stint in her state-of-the-art lab with his trainees was something she looked forward to but dreaded all the same. It was both wonderful and torturous being around him. Unrequited love was always that way, she supposed. And it would be for her, because she lacked the nerve to do something about it, knowing she’d get shot down and things between them would turn awkward.

So she continued to endure and enjoyed the week in his company when he came through on rotation. He always joined her in the control room, watching the screens and critiquing his men’s performance. They’d chat like usual, but instead of pleasantries about work and the weather, they’d have animated discussions about whose reflexes were better, or which man had the best instincts, and which recruit couldn’t shoot for shit. And each night, in the quiet of her apartment, as she remembered every word, each inflection, every glance, and grin, the pain in her heart from wanting him would go unchecked.

“Cassie?” His hand on her arm brought her back to the room.

“What was that?” she asked, having no clue what he’d been saying.

“Are you sure you don’t need to get checked by medical?”

“No, Flynn. It’s sore, but I’m fine, and I have a lot to do to get us back online.”

His eyes shifted to the control panel behind her then to the glass windows and beyond to the lab itself. “That’s why I stopped in. Dive training ends next week, and we move on to Phase 3; will you have the glitch in the new program worked out by then?”

She was happy to focus on something, anything, other than her yearning for Flynn. “I hope so, but this truly has me stumped. I’ve changed all the hardware I can, replaced every cable and connection, the power cords included, although I doubt that’s the cause. Failing that, I have a call into Gary. Between the two of us, we should be able to figure out if an error in the code is causing it to freeze.”

“I have a group scheduled to come through at 0900 a week from Monday.”

“I’ll do my best to keep you on schedule, Commander.”

His eyes caught and held hers. “You’ll need to alert me as soon as possible if you can’t. I’ll need time to plan for field training instead. I don’t want to risk falling behind and not make our graduation date since SQT starts immediately afterward. The captain will need to be advised as well.”

“Since it’s not my program, it’s taking more time to troubleshoot, but I’m determined to have it back online for the start of your class.” She bit her lip, hoping she wasn’t overselling herself. 

Amusement crept into his gaze, and his lips kicked up in a one-sided grin. “The girl genius stumped. I didn’t think it was possible.”

She bristled at being called a girl even in teasing. It was getting old, really fast.

Just last week, she’d met Jules for drinks after work and had her ID questioned. The waiter had even brought over his manager. Cassie thought by the time her thirtieth birthday rolled around, she’d be beyond the impression her small stature and button nose sent out. She grimaced, which the commander misinterpreted.

“I’m not blaming you, but we have to get this group of trainees up to speed on the new weapons system before they can move on.” He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll let you get back to it, after you ice that lump on your noggin, of course.” Another strongly worded suggestion that was an order he expected her to follow. At the door, he paused and turned back. “Are we on for Friday?”

Lunch had become their thing. Every other week, like clockwork, she and Flynn went to one of the many parks on the island, found a grassy spot under a tree, and had lunch. He was excellent company, quick-witted, and had a story for everything, but he never spoke of his missions or the combat he’d seen. 

Most often, he told her of the places he’d been or the exotic settings, and the local people he’d met. Cassie couldn’t get enough of his tales. Excluding Boston, and the Tijuana trip she’d taken in high school, she hadn’t been out of California. And those weren’t stories to tell. The former was beyond boring, and the latter disastrous since she’d gotten sick from too much tequila and wounded up grounded for a month. It was something to forget and a story to take to her grave without telling Flynn.

Theirs was an easy friendship, even though, to her regret, it had never progressed much beyond lunch, laughs, and animated conversation. There had been an occasional ball game or special event downtown, but she was firmly in the friend zone with him.

“You bring the cookies this time, imp, and I’ll see to the rest.” He then winked as he always did and was gone.

As the door closed behind him, she exhaled a protracted sigh. After the first time he’d called her imp, she’d Googled the definition. A mischievous child and a brat were among the many meanings. The nickname had confirmed he thought of her as nothing more than a buddy to hang out with, or worse, the dreaded kid sister. Either way, it had forced her to face the cold, hard fact she’d have to give up hope for any romance with Flynn Dalton.

––––––––
[image: image]


His long strides carried him quickly out of the building and into the warmth of the July afternoon, the temperature well past the average mid-70s. The unusual heat had persisted during the past six weeks of dive training. The men welcomed it, even though the water drills had as been grueling as always. Spending a transition period in the simulator before the next phase would have given them a much-needed break. Instead, he might have to rearrange his entire schedule.

Ordinarily, he’d be pissed off. But after seeing sexy little Cassie on her knees at his feet, her big blue eyes wide and a bit dazed from a conk on the head, he decided another week to figure out how to stem his desire for the innocent computer nerd was precisely what he needed.

Seven more days! A cynical inner voice scoffed. Try seven years. Even that long will do nothing for the hard-on tenting the front of your pants. 

It was true; he hadn’t been able to control the ever-present erection he sported around her, not in meetings, while shooting enemy combatants in urban simulations, or while rigged out in the virtual reality equipment and infiltrating an enemy stronghold in the desert. He’d had six months to try, and his cock still jumped to attention like an acne-riddled, horny adolescent whenever she came near.

Their regular picnics didn’t help, but he enjoyed the one-on-one time with her too much to give them up. Since coming to Coronado, she’d blossomed from the soft-spoken girl she’d first been into an animated, charming young woman. And as she’d grown more accustomed to him, she’d eventually shed her cloak of shyness, though she still blushed when he teased her. Being around Cassie, wanting her when he knew he shouldn’t, made him a glutton for punishment.

The memory of today, and the temptation she presented as she wriggled and squirmed under the desk, her snug skirt stretched taut against the curves of her heart-shaped bottom, would haunt his dreams. As an unapologetic, self-proclaimed ass man, Cassie’s ranked as one of the finest he’d ever laid eyes on, and that was saying something for a well-traveled Navy man. In a side-by-side comparison, Cassie’s booty would give Kim K’s a run for its money. It was all he could do to keep his eyes and hands off it.

Her delectable derriere was only part of her allure, however. There was also the way she gazed up at him behind the dark-framed glasses she wore at work, along with her quick wit, keen intelligence, and geek squad persona. And the youthful appeal of her sun-kissed complexion, her blonde hair in its high ponytail, or the cute side braid like how she wore it today. She also had another side, a stunning contrast to everything else with that made-for-sin body. Cassie had killer curves in abundance, not only her fine ass but her more-than-a-handful tits, which she tried and failed to hide behind prim blouses. And her narrow waist made her rounded hips tempting as hell in her knee-length figure-hugging skirts, or the snug-fitting trousers she wore on occasion.

This mixture of innocence and unintended sexuality made him wonder, if given a chance, what he would do to her first. Turn her over his knee for a bare-bottom spanking in punishment for tormenting him all these months or spread her out naked beneath him and fuck her senseless. Either way, it would remain what it was, a fantasy in his head, for she wasn’t his type.

Outwardly, she was perfect, but he liked kink and rough play that would shock her down to her cotton-candy pink toes. A fact he’d noticed earlier with her feet bare. Cassie was a girlie-girl used to satin and lace. Flynn’s typical woman was an experienced submissive, comfortable in five-inch heels and a black leather minidress, or in nothing except scented lotion, and wrist and ankle cuffs.

If he had Cassie at the club, he’d dress her conservatively, in something classy, maybe in a slinky dress slit high on the thigh, covering her in front but plunging in back. He could keep her beautiful, lush body to himself and still slide his hand inside to caress the curves of her ass or around in front to cup a breast and tease a nipple.

He couldn’t imagine her nude in public. Check that. He could but shouldn’t. She was much too sweet and innocent.

Yes, Cassie Hardwick would have to stay right where she was, a fantasy by night and a friend by day, even if it killed him. As the hard proof of how much he desired her made his pants tight, he thought it very well might.
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Chapter 6
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Several video chats and conference calls with Gary occurred before they identified the glitch and had things up and running again. This latest update was the third since implementation nearly six months ago. The others had gone off without a hitch, but this time she couldn’t pinpoint the issue on her own. And she was very much on her own. Gary had recovered, but he never joined her on the base. After proving herself early on, both he and Director Forester decided she didn’t need him.

This time, it was something beyond her control, a coding error in the new LITSABR simulation, which was the Navy’s new Star Wars type multi-venue laser scattering technology. In layman’s terms, it identified laser threats before they could lock onto a target—on sea, land, or air.

With the program back online, Cassie ran through it successfully at least a half dozen times, but she wanted to test it further before the next training class. She contacted the captain and asked for volunteers, creating an evaluation and issues form for feedback.

Over a dozen instructors signed up, all of them needing time with the new weapons system to become proficient before their students got a shot at it. Because of their rigorous schedules, which included early morning and late-night dive training, and the twenty-hour days common during hell week, not to mention the other classes and various drills, she left the lab open 24/7 to get them all in.

The Tuesday before class, she arrived earlier than her regular start time and wasn’t at all surprised to see three stations occupied. The control room was dark when she entered, and she took advantage of the opportunity to watch the performances on-screen.

She noticed right off one man needed a lot more hours in the simulator. The second was putting on a good show, his percentage of neutralized targets high and his collateral damage minimal, but the third, engaged in an urban assault mission, was off-the-charts accurate. In fact, she’d never seen scores that high before. The first man, a young lieutenant, failed his mission and stomped out while muttering to himself in frustration, while the second, earning a respectable score, hung around to watch as the one remaining put on a show.

With bated breath, she did as well, seeing him take out one insurgent after another. He spared the robed cleric who unexpectedly popped out of an unmarked building and the Burka-shrouded woman who came running from the market.

Wanting to see how much he could handle, Cassie punched a code into the system override and upped the difficulty in his simulation. Targets and civilians came at him faster now, snipers appeared on rooftops, and IEDs exploded in the street. The computer even created a nondescript van that drove up in front of a crowded shop. 

The SEAL at the controls recognized the threat and took out the enemy, no less than a dozen armed men, as they emerged from the vehicle, and he did so without a single civilian casualty. He identified the sniper on a rooftop armed with a laser rifle, activated his LITSABR without hesitation, and neutralized him, too.

Cassie was so impressed, when the simulation ended, she turned up the lights and rushed to congratulate him.

She was rounding the platform on which he stood when he pulled off his headgear. It was Flynn. Thrilled for his success, she squealed, “HOOAH!” and, while bouncing with excitement, threw her arms around him in congratulations.

“That was fah-reaking awesome!” she gushed. “No one has scored 99.8 percent on the urban sequence before, and you implemented the new laser scatter perfectly. You are not human, my man!”

“Maybe you need to teach the class, Dalton,” the other instructor joked, “rather than Miss Barely Legal - Legally Blonde here.”

His comment quashed her enthusiasm in a blink. She’d heard the comparison many times. Reese Witherspoon’s pint-sized pixie-like character may have made it into Harvard Law School, but Cassie’s IQ was much higher, as was her cup size. It would have ticked her off most days, and today was no exception. Dropping her arms from around Flynn, she spun on Lieutenant Avery Meyers.

While twirling a loose curl around her finger, she spoke in a ditzy airhead accent that couldn’t be mistaken. “Oh my God, Lieutenant, you’re like totally right.” Then she leaned in, continuing with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “Here’s the thing though. I’m not eighteen, not even close. I graduated from high school a long time ago, got my undergrad, and earned a master’s degree in computer science, which means I’m not a dumb blonde and am a helluva long way past barely legal. It also makes you a complete bonehead.” 

She stomped away, too mad to see straight. Out in the hall, she leaned against the wall and took a deep breath to get a grip on her anger.

“Nice work, Meyers, you putz,” she heard Flynn say with disgust.

“I didn’t know she’d be so sensitive. With an ass like that and a name like Hardwick, which most of the men change to Hard-dick—something they all have while around her—you’d think she’d have thicker skin.”

A loud crash and a thud followed, then the commander’s angry growl resonated through the room and out into the hallway. “Shut your mouth. She’s a nice girl and doesn’t need to be subjected to your crude attempts at humor. You got me, Meyers?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I didn’t know you two were so close.”

“She’s a sweet kid. And close or not, no woman needs to hear your brand of bullshit.”

“Right.” To Cassie, the lieutenant’s voice sounded strained and raspy, like he was choking. “I said I’m sorry.”

Another thud and coughing preceded boots thumping against the rubber mat on the floor. She pictured Flynn stalking across the room, which was Cassie’s cue to leave. She didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping, especially by the commander. As she rushed down the hall, tears burned her eyes, having heard “kid,” well intended or not, yet again from his lips. The image of a freckled face, braces-wearing, tagalong little sister flashed in her head. He’d come to her defense with the jerk, but that’s the kind of man he was, as an officer, a gentleman, and in her case evidently, a protective big brother.

Footsteps drawing closer sent her into a panic. She took the nearest escape route, ducking into a janitor’s closet. She stared at the knob without a lock and prayed it wouldn’t turn at the sound of him calling her name. When she heard his footsteps pause out in the hall, close, as though right outside the door, she held her breath, not daring to move an inch.

“Cassie!” His raised voice faded as he moved on. “Damn. She’s not in the control room. She’s left.”

“I’ll apologize next chance I get, Commander.”

“You’ll do it today, at lunch,” Flynn snapped back.

“Yes, sir. I can do that, too,” Meyers agreed in a rush.

She heard a grunt, which she recognized as Flynn being irritated then a muttered, “Damn insensitive putz,” and the footsteps faded.

When the door to the lab opened and closed twice a few moments later, she slumped against the wall. To make sure they were gone, she lingered in her dark, stuffy hiding spot, taking the time to regain her composure. She couldn’t deal with anyone, especially Flynn, if he should come back, seeing the proof of her broken heart trailing down her cheeks.
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That evening, after one of the longest days at work ever, she went to see Jules who always made her laugh and would help put things in perspective. It helped that her friend never failed to have a chilled bottle of wine at the ready, or even better, tequila and limes.

When she opened the door and saw Cassie’s expression, she grabbed her hand and hauled her inside, declaring, “I know that sad face. It calls for shooters, stat!”

Jules sat her down at the bar in her kitchen, lined up lime wedges, the salt shaker, and two shot glasses, which she filled almost to the brim with silver label Jose Cuervo. After they both tossed one back, she leaned her forearms on the counter while she grabbed both of Cassie’s hands. “Tell me all about it.”

“I need a change: a makeover, a new wardrobe, a hot new romance...something. I’m in a rut and have been since grad school.”

“That’s why you’re crying? Because you need a makeover? Bull crap!”

“It’s more than that.” She paused long enough to throw back her other shot before continuing. “I’ve realized something I hoped would happen for a while, won’t—ever. No matter how much I want it to.”

“It’s a man,” she guessed. “Who is it?”

“No one you know. He’s a friend. And that’s the problem because that’s all he wants to be.”

“Oh, honey...I’m so sorry. But you’re right, you need a hot new romance. There’s no better way to get over one dumbass man than with another.”

Cassie’s eyes shot to her friend, and she giggled. Or the tequila made her do so.

“That didn’t come out right.” Jules laughed as she poured another round. “I meant, you need a different man, a better one. Definitely not a dumbass.”

Her heart sank. She doubted there was a better one out there than Flynn.

“Come with Colt and me to our club this weekend.”

“I can’t afford your club. I don’t know how you do.”

“The managing partner is an ex-SEAL who gives frogmen special rates. But you don’t have to worry about paying anything, not even a cover charge at the bar. They’re having a membership mixer this weekend. Potential members get in free. You can meet new people, scope out potential play partners, and tour the facility. If you hit it off with a wealthy dom—of which there are many—he can and will take care of your fees for you.”

Cassie wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know. It sounds like a big pickup party and trading my submission for membership fees seems a little whorish, if you ask me.”

“Decadence isn’t like the meat markets you’ve been to in the past, Cass. The clientele is very different, classier, and without all the leering jerks and posers. They have intense security screenings and won’t accept just anybody.”

“What makes you sure they’ll accept me? Clearly, I’m nothing special.”

She stopped and stared at her a moment, a shadow of anger sweeping across her face as her hands came to her hips. “Who did this to you? I’ll have Colt tear him a new one.”

Her friend’s husband was big, though not nearly as tall and muscular as Flynn. He was a few years younger than the commander, but she’d still bet against her longtime friend in a head-to-head matchup.

“I don’t know if I want to try the club scene again.” She’d done it before and come up empty.

“It isn’t like anything you’ve experienced before. I promise. Come with us this once, and if you don’t like what you see, we’ll think of something else.”

What else was there? Online dating? Tinder? Was she that desperate?

Unfortunately, she didn’t like the answer to her question.

She sighed. Even though she vowed never to settle—and anything less than Commander Flynn Dalton was definitely settling—she was facing her thirties alone and unfulfilled. Perhaps she needed to expand her horizons and not limit herself to a long-term commitment. Maybe a happily ever after wasn’t part of her destiny, and the best she could expect was happy for now.

Although a daunting way to jumpstart her nonexistent social life, what would it hurt to visit the exclusive club her friends always raved about? And, since there appeared to be no hope for her and Flynn, she needed something in her life other than work.

“What’s involved in this membership mixer?”

Jules’ brows shot up in surprise. “It’s a costume event and should be a lot of fun.”

That sparked her interest; she loved dressing up. But her heart wasn’t in it. “I’ll think about it.”

“Which in Cassie-speak means no. Stop dragging your feet. You’re not getting any younger, ya know.”

“Gee, thanks. After being called barely legal a few hours ago, I don’t know whether to be flattered that you think I’m old or crushed.”

“What jerk said that?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does so matter! I want a name. I’ll give it to Colt, and he’ll straighten his sorry ass out. He considers you family and worries about you, like a sister.”

“Please, no...” she groaned. That’s all she needed, trouble at work, as well as in her personal life. “What the guy said wasn’t all that bad. The age jokes have always rubbed me the wrong way, that’s all. Besides, he said I had a great ass. How can I be offended by that?”

This defused her anger somewhat. Jules pushed one shot glass in front of her and raised the other. “We should drink to your ass, which is phenomenal, and that’s me who’s straight as an arrow saying it.”

Cassie licked the salt off her hand, tossed it back, and sucked on a lime wedge, but afterward only smiled half-heartedly. “I know I need to get out more and think about other things besides work. The only people I meet now are Navy men. Yes, they’re hot, seriously built, and have all the alpha traits that make a girl’s panties damp. But other than the instructors, whom I have to work with, they come in through a revolving door, do their grueling training stint then head off to the other side of the world. I steer clear. Keeping the home fires burning is not a life I want.”

“I sure am glad it’s not mine anymore,” Jules agreed, understanding better than anyone, having lived it with Colt for almost a decade. 

Cassie remembered many frantic phone calls when the nightly news reported an escalation of violence and that special forces were sent in to settle things, take out a radical group, or rappel into a compound and take out a terrorist leader. Thankfully, he was home, healthy, and for the first time since they got married, living on the same continent, year-round.

She frowned suddenly, thinking about how Colt and Flynn were so much alike. Bossy, protective, authoritative Navy men, they seemed cut from the same cloth. Maybe too much so.

“You said the club owner was retired Navy. Are there any non-military doms at your club?”

“Why wouldn’t you want a military man? Lean, fit, perfection in a uniform—especially their summer whites.” She laid one hand on her chest and fanned herself with the other. “They’ll make you do more than stand at attention and salute. Trust me, you’ll love it.”

“Maybe I need a break from all that.” And someone who doesn’t remind her of Flynn.

“The club has members from all walks of life, although quite a few are former servicemen and some active duty. If you want to steer clear, we can have Colt point them out.”

“Active duty!” she exclaimed in alarm. “What if I run into someone I know?”

“Los Alamitos, NWS in Long Beach, LA Air Force Base, and Camp Pendleton. I could go on. Coronado isn’t the only base in California. I think we’re two of the few crazies who drive over two hours to get the chance to play.”

She didn’t find that reassuring. Most people in the lifestyle were dedicated to it, and two hours didn’t seem like much of a barrier to keep them away.

“Come on. You’ll be in costume. Slap on some makeup, a wig, and a mask, and no one will have a clue who you are.”

She bit her lip, still not sold. “If I agree, what do I have to do to get in, sign a contract in blood, or give up my firstborn?”

Jules rolled her eyes. “Stop being so dramatic. There’s a simple guest application and a confidentiality agreement. If you want to play, medical clearance is required. I’ll have Colt get the ball rolling.”

“I haven’t said yes yet!”

“You will, because I’ll wear you down.” Her friend laughed in the face of her scowl. “Don’t worry. We won’t abandon you to the wolves your first time there.” A wicked glint appeared in her eyes the next moment. “I can’t promise a handsome dom won’t like your scent and demand a taste. That’s a different scenario and will be solely up to you.”

An image of a hungry, salivating wolf stalking Red Riding Hood popped into her head. No! her rational mind screamed, but she said, “I’ll give it some thought.”

As she reached for the bottle and refilled their glasses, sliding another lime wedge and the salt shaker her way, Jules shook her head. “Here, maybe communing more with Jose will help convince you.”

Using what they learned back at USC, they licked, shot, and sucked lime, finishing by slamming their empty glasses upside down on the counter. Then, after the grimacing and shuddering had passed, their eyes met. And, also like in college, the two girls burst into a fit of giggles.
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Chapter 7
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Cassie slept in the guest room, Colt putting his foot down when he came home to find them completely shit-faced. A reasonable reaction since they’d consumed a fifth of tequila, not to mention an entire jumbo bag of tortilla chips and a whole 32-ounce jar of queso. It meant she had to get up extra early—while battling a major hangover—drive the thirty minutes to her apartment, shower, change, manage the commute back to the island during rush hour, and still be to work on time.

This left no room for her morning run, not that she felt like it anyway. She would have to squeeze it in later, however, running, the only thing that kept her from blowing up like a balloon because she liked to eat. Mexican, most of all, which sadly wasn’t part of any diet plan anywhere, and when accompanied by at least two cocktails, usually jumbo-size frozen margaritas, brought her day’s end calorie consumption to an astronomical total. Thus, she forced herself to tackle at least three miles every day, taking Sunday off only if she didn’t overindulge on Friday and Saturday.

After work, she changed into her running gear and drove north. Sandwiched between the island’s two naval properties, Coronado Village was a quaint little town. With lovely homes and condos—many in the seven-figure price range and those that weren’t, still way beyond her budget—it also had boutiques, mom-and-pop shops, and picturesque parks. Best of all, since it was on an island, she had her choice of two spectacular views; the San Diego Bay to the east or the Pacific Ocean on the west with the stunning sunset to keep her company either way.

Tonight, she chose the bay side, having a taste for a chai tea latte from the Bay Front Coffee Company when she was done. She pulled into Centennial Park situated right next to the water then checked the time. An hour run would give her fifteen minutes before they closed.

Getting her heart rate up to a reasonable calorie-burning rate, she maintained it while taking a path along the water, sharing it with other joggers, sightseers, dog walkers, bikers, and seagulls all seeming to enjoy yet another unseasonably warm day. When she finished her three-mile circuit and did a ten-minute cooldown, she reached the waterfront boardwalk. Up a few steps was an outdoor seating area in front of the small but well-known coffee vendor, so popular that at 7:45 at night, there was still a line. As she took her place at the end, she scanned the lights of the city in the distance, noting how they reflected off the water in an array of colors. It was a lovely spot, and she noticed several couples seated at tables for two, taking in the panoramic views together.

While she waited, the tinkling sound of laughter drew her attention. She turned and found the source, a stunning raven-haired woman with a dazzling white smile. When her gaze swept over the tawny-haired man who was making her laugh, Cassie froze. It was Flynn. Leaning in, with a smile on his handsome face, he whispered something—a joke, or something else equally amusing apparently—into her ear. She had pictured him often in a similar scene, but instead of the beauty he was with—whose dark coloring perfectly contrasted his own—Cassie had imagined her blonde head next to his and she’d be the one on the receiving end of his attention.

Staring in disbelief, her sense of loss went beyond pain. Never once had she considered he had a girlfriend. She’d never thought to ask, and he’d never mentioned it. Why would he? While she’d been busy imagining herself as the woman in his arms, he’d never considered it. She took a lurching step back. As she did, Flynn looked up and directly at her. He lifted his chin in greeting, then his hand came up, and he waved her over.

Cassie deliberately misinterpreted and waved back. She turned, chai tea latte forgotten, and acted as if she didn’t hear him calling her name, although the deep timbre of his voice cut through the others. Not hesitating for a moment, she hurried down the wooden walking path to her car. 

When she was out of sight, she picked up speed as a second wind took hold. Spurred on by devastating disappointment, she made it back to her car in no time, mortified that she’d so shamelessly crushed on a man who had only platonic feelings for her because he was into someone else. What an idiot she was.

In her car, while she pulled out, she had Siri call Jules.

“Hey, girl! What’s up?”

“I’ll do it.”

There was a heartbeat of silence. “Do what?”

“The mixer at the club next weekend. Sign me up.”

Two pulse beats ticked by this time. “Why the sudden change of heart? You sound funny. Did something happen?”

“Yeah, I finally opened my eyes and realized silly romantic fantasies only come true in the movies and romance novels. It’s time I grew up. No matter how painful being an adult may be.”

***
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The next day was Thursday, the day before her standing bi-weekly lunch with Flynn. She waited until midmorning to call him when she knew he wouldn’t answer because he was conducting dive training and torturing the current group of SEAL wannabes somewhere off the coast. It was a coward’s way of bowing out, though it worked. As expected, she got his voice mail.

“Hey, Flynn, it’s me, Cassie. Sorry for the late cancellation, but I’ll have to take a rain check for lunch tomorrow. I have a conference call with Gary to go over the program one last time. We want to make sure your class will be good to go on Monday. Talk to you soon.”

She lied.

Everything had been checked, double-checked then run one more time; the program was perfect. But it was a believable reason to cancel, and an excellent excuse to avoid seeing him alone. From now on, she’d make sure others were around, at least until she got over her feelings for him. And she admitted it was love because why else would it hurt so damn bad? 

She blamed herself, not him, even though all along, she’d tried to deny it. But deep down, she’d hoped for something that wasn’t there, and despite Flynn never having given her any words of encouragement, or hinted by action, she imagined the most precious of all emotions could grow from a seed that didn’t exist.

A watery image of him appeared before her eyes. She’d miss him: her lunch partner, her defender, her first on-base friend, but it was too painful. Maybe between now and seeing him on Monday, she would come up with a plausible reason she was pulling away, although she doubted it. 

Never a good liar, as a kid her parents had always known, somehow. She wouldn’t fool Flynn, either; the man was perceptive. But how did she continue a friendship, as if nothing had changed, with a man she loved so deeply that her heart was in pieces?

***
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“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” she muttered while tugging on her northward migrating hem for the umpteenth time in the last hour. Cassie squirmed on the cool leather, not because it was uncomfortable against the backs of her thighs, but because it was a constant reminder of what she was about to do. She glared at Jules who sat grinning at her from the front seat.

“Quit fidgeting; you look fantastic.”

“What if someone recognizes me?”

“No one will know who you are in that red wig. Besides, who do you know in LA?”

“We’re not from LA!” she reminded her. “What if I run into someone from the base? I’ll have to quit.”

“Cass, in that getup, you are the farthest thing from the girl genius they work with from day-to-day. Besides, the club has nearly five hundred members. For an event such as tonight, almost all of them will be present. Add in the guests, and we’ll be lucky to find each other, let alone run into someone we know.” She turned to her husband for support of her claim. “Isn’t that right, honey?”

Quiet since they’d pick her up almost two hours ago, Colt looked at her in the rearview mirror and agreed. “Even after knowing you for ten years, I wouldn’t have guessed it was you. What’s more, of the five thousand Navy personnel at Coronado, I can count on one hand how many are club members, including me. What are the odds of running into them?”

“Less than 1 percent.”

Jules laughed. “She’s a computer and math whiz, Colt; you had to ask.”

“Will it make you feel better if I tell you two of the five members are on assignment out of the country?”

It did, but only somewhat, as did the fact that in the past six months, working on the same base with Colt, she’d seen him once. Although her interaction with others was limited to those rotating through her lab, which was only a small fraction of the five thousand he’d mentioned. “Tell me how this works again.”

Despite having explained numerous times in the past few days, Jules didn’t complain, and answered, yet again, “The whole point of tonight is to bring in new members, mostly new submissives. Many of our longtime members have married and it’s thrown our available sub-to-dom ratio out of whack.”

“Master Eric likes to keep the numbers fairly even,” Colt added.

“Master Eric?”

“The managing partner and the club’s master dom.”

“I used to think he was scary,” Jules remarked, “until he collared Val. Now he smiles more than he scowls. I think she has mellowed him a lot.”

Colt chuckled. “Don’t spread that around, either of you. He’ll kick us all to the curb. Being known as a mellow master would be a major hit to his reputation.”

“I’m not the only one who’s noticed,” she told him as she turned to face forward.

“Let someone else mention it to him, then.”

Cassie listened to this back-and-forth, but not knowing who they spoke of, she tried to get them to refocus. “So, tonight, all potential new members are in designated costumes, right?”

“No,” Jules corrected her. “Only those looking for a partner. You’re supposed to find someone to play with who matches your theme for the night. There are four: doctor and nurse, sheik and harem girl, Tarzan and Jane, and yours, which is a pet for some lucky sub-seeking teacher. I was hoping you’d get carried off over some half-naked hunk’s shoulder, but Colt vetoed the jungle girl because the outfit was too revealing.”

“I didn’t think you’d be comfortable with any of the other options,” he explained, “at least not on your first visit.”

“I appreciate you watching out for me, but I can’t imagine any of the others being worse than this,” she grumbled, once again pulling on the red-and-black plaid skirt.

Jules noticed and issued another warning. “Cassie, stop fidgeting. If you keep that up, you’ll put a hole in it.”

And wouldn’t that be a shame? While shooting a scowl at the back of her friend’s head, she shifted once more, wincing as her movements peeled her thighs off the leather. “I’m sure Jane and the nurse at least get to have their asses covered.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Colt replied. “It’s private and exclusive, but it’s still a sex club, so naturally, the costumes chosen are both revealing and provocative. The nurse’s uniform consisted of a skimpy, figure-hugging white dress, lace garters, and stilettos—sans panties, of course. I saw a picture of it at the last dom’s meeting. The neckline plunged so low you would have been lucky if the toy stethoscope that came with it covered your nipples. As for Jane of the Jungle, her fur dress was designed intentionally to entice Tarzan.”

“Fur doesn’t sound so bad. At least I’d be warm.”

“Yes, except for your bare feet, exposed legs, and barely covered bottom cheeks. Did I mention that the dress has a sleeveless, one-shoulder style that leaves one breast exposed?”

Cassie swallowed. She’d have chickened out if they told her she had to run around with one boob bared on her first night—or any night, for that matter. “Dare I ask about the harem girl’s costume?”

“It consists of mostly sheer veils, revealing more than they conceal. And they’re detachable, which would have left you ripe for the picking. I believe there are seven, and the rule is, any dom who plucks one gets to keep it as a souvenir.”

Jules grinned. “I’m guessing there isn’t much left once the seventh veil gets plucked.”

“And you’d be right,” Colt smirked as he reached over and took his wife’s hand. “I saw before and after pictures. There were some straps where the veils attach, but that’s it.”

“Which means within minutes of arrival, she would be—”

“Buck naked!” Cassie exclaimed. “Even the...um, naughty bits?”

“As I said, Decadence is a sex club, so especially the naughty bits,” he answered.

“Colt.” She met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “Thank you for my panties.”

“Don’t I have the most thoughtful master ever?” Jules’ teasing sigh was somewhere between sarcastic and adoring.

He grunted. “I’m glad I packed the new Lexan paddle in my bag. I have a feeling one or both of you are gonna need it tonight.”

“Promise?” she asked in a wistful tone, prompting a deep-throated laugh from her dom. 

Despite the threat, Cassie knew her behind was safe. Colt never had and wouldn’t ever spank her. His subbie wife would get what she had asked for, however.

After leaning over to press a lingering kiss on his cheek, Jules twisted to look back at her again. “It really was sweet of him to pick out the only outfit that came with undies.”

“It was a preemptive measure,” he explained. “I didn’t want her bailing on us before she even got in the car.”

Cassie’s heavy sigh drew another chuckle from Colt and more giggles from Jules. Having friends in the lifestyle, one of them an experienced dominant, had its pros and cons. She hadn’t decided yet under which column tonight fell. 

She suddenly frowned. For an event targeting new members, submissives, in particular, she expected tame costumes, like her schoolgirl outfit, not bare boobs and equally bare asses hanging out. “I thought this was a mixer for new subs.”

“New to the club, not the lifestyle,” Colt explained.

“Oh.” She swallowed. Boy, had she gotten the wrong idea. “The doms will think I’m experienced, won’t they?”

“Aren’t you?” he asked, meeting her eyes in the mirror once more.

Regretting her rash decision and the phone call to Jules agreeing to this for the hundredth time, she looked away. “It’s been a long time since college.”

And after so long, she was as nervous as though it was her first ever club visit. She wasn’t a novice, rather a very rusty submissive who wasn’t at all sure what she hoped to get out of tonight. Her emotions were still too raw over Flynn. Admittedly, she was lonely, tired of spending her evenings and weekends by herself or intruding on her friends. Wasn’t that pathetic? Although they never complained and always went out of their way to include her. They loved her, yet she felt awkward continually horning in on their social calendar.

Turning her thoughts to tonight, she wondered what to expect if she met someone. Would he be understanding and be willing to take it slow? If he expected a sub with experience, and she hesitated or seemed reluctant, he might be disappointed, or angry.

She was curious about the exclusive club and had wanted a tour after hearing Jules’ countless stories. If she met someone she liked and felt comfortable with him, she might be convinced to do a light scene. But she wasn’t one to jump into sex with a stranger, and she knew there would be other subs there who would. And she would need to negotiate, which she hated. She blew out a breath; it had been so long. What had she gotten herself into?

One thing was certain; she knew what she didn’t want. She wasn’t interested in becoming a slave, or in anything 24/7. Cassie enjoyed being dominated, but not to the point of total control where she would lose herself. She wanted someone whose presence made her body tingle, whose voice—when giving firm commands—made her ache, who would push her limits without breaking them.

She’d always longed for someone nurturing who would also call her on her crap. Like when she got obsessive about her work and didn’t get enough sleep, or when she became so involved in writing code for a software program, she forgot to eat. Or, when she got deep in her head and worried herself to a frazzle, as she was now stressing over a no pressure BDSM mixer at an exclusive, members-only club in LA, over two hours away from her home. And, when she became so upset about never finding someone, and winding up alone, she ate a whole tub of Moose Tracks ice cream.

Cassie was a mess, even though she hid it well. She needed someone who cared, who would give her a little loving guidance, not to mention the kinky pleasures she craved.

Steely gray-blue eyes and a dimpled smile flashed in her head, as did the fear that after Flynn, no one else would measure up.

“That’s why you’ve got to put yourself out there.” Jules’ soft voice pulled her back to the present. “Hiding behind a computer screen isn’t doing a thing for your love life.”

“Decadence LA is the place to find the dominant you’re looking for, Cassie. Our members are invested in the lifestyle. They have a wide variety of interests and backgrounds and everyone, including guests, are thoroughly vetted. The security is top-notch, with surveillance and plenty of dungeon monitors making rounds. If you get into an uncomfortable situation, help is only a safeword away. And since you’re under my protection, you’ll have me to fall back on if you get scared tonight.”

He was such a good friend; she was lucky to have them both. “Thank you for that, Colt.”

“Sir or Master Colt for tonight, Cassie,” he reminded her.

Jules winked at her. “They’re big on titles and respect. They often assign violators public punishment, so watch what you say tonight, honey. Okay?”

“Now you’re scaring me.”

“Don’t be,” her friend assured her. “It’s just a fun ice breaker event, and a guaranteed way to meet new doms.”

“Maybe you should go over the rules one more time.”

Her friends shared a look and a smile, but Jules indulged her again.

“You’ll get five ribbons at the start of the evening. Mingle, chat, or dance with whomever you like. As you do, pass out your ribbons to five doms you like who match your costume. But do so before midnight, which is the time of the big reveal. Then, the masks come off, and you will choose a play partner from those who hold one of your ribbons. That’s your ticket for a tour and a scene in the dungeon.”

“You can opt out,” Colt advised, his tone serious, “but that means you won’t get to go beyond the lounge and bar. The hope is that curiosity will add an incentive for newbies to play. Though remember, you negotiate for only what you feel comfortable doing. If all you’re ready for is a tour and a chat, that’s fine. If your limit is being tied to a cross while fully clothed, so be it. Or, if all you want to do is observe, that’s also your call. As is going full out because you hit it off with someone. It is always up to you, Cassie. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I have one rule of my own.” His eyes briefly locked on hers in the rearview then cut back to the road. “Since you’re my responsibility tonight, and because I care about you, I ask that if you decide to play, you let me know who you’re with and where you’ll be. And, I have veto power. I know these people. Some are into edgy shit, which is fine for them, but I don’t think you’re ready for anything extreme after such a long break. Once you’ve been to the club a few times, played a bit, and gotten your feet wet, should you want to explore, the decision is yours.”

Eyes wide, she once again looked at Jules who peeked over the seat, nodding encouragingly. Now Cassie was really freaked out, especially about the “edgy shit” he hadn’t defined. Still, with a safeword, Colt’s veto, and the decision up to her over how far she wanted to go, she answered, “Yes, sir.”

“Good. We can expect smooth sailing, then.”

She wanted to ask if he knew her, or snap off something sarcastic like “famous last words,” but she wisely held her tongue. Jules turned front without commenting while Colt lapsed into silence, focused on the road as he took one of the many LA exits off the 101. 
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Chapter 8
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“Scotch, Macallan, if you got it,” he ordered when the bartender inquired. After he nodded and walked off, Flynn turned his attention to the floor-to-ceiling mirror behind the bar and assessed the Saturday night crowd. The club was exactly as he knew it would be—loud, crowded, and full of energy. Special events were popular, and always well-attended. While the BDSM club was electrifying in its own right, the masquerade added an extra layer of mystery and excitement. And, when the goal of the event was to bring in new subs, the membership turned out in full force.

When he’d gotten a personal invite a few weeks back from his old teammate, Eric Dupree, an ex-SEAL turned club owner, he declined. Then the SOB baited him, claiming he wasn’t getting any younger, and he’d better put himself out there before he had to start trolling senior citizen’s centers and nursing homes for women.

“This is California. We have many beautiful, experienced subs your age,” he went on to say. “Or, if you’re looking for young and innocent, we could set you up in the nursery and let you play daddy dom, or in your case, granddaddy.”

Used to taking a good deal of ribbing from his longtime friend, he usually took his jibes in stride, but his return was quick and biting. “Go fuck yourself, Dupree.” With things as they were with Cassie, the taunt hit close to home. “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re two years older than I am, you bastard.”

“Yes, but I’m young at heart, and down scowl constantly, causing unsightly frown lines.”

“You’re a laugh riot. Remind me why I count you as a friend?”

He chuckled softly in response. Ever since Eric had collared his submissive, and not long after, put an engagement ring on her finger, he’d been euphoric on a level approaching nauseating. Apparently, he’d decided what worked for him would work for his single friends and turned into a matchmaker. 

It seemed only natural in his role as master dom to bring members together. The club’s mission—and the reason for its success—was to offer a safe place for its members to meet others in the lifestyle, learn and explore, as well as provide a first-class, well-equipped dungeon for play. Just like in a vanilla club, members hooked up, some became exclusive, and often, after an evening together, they decided they hadn’t found what they were looking for and went their separate ways. There were breakups, heartbreaks, love triangles, and love affairs. Some doms and subs—the lucky ones like Eric and Val—found the perfect partner for life.

And with Eric brimming with contentment, he’d set his sights on Flynn as the next to fall. After waxing poetic on the benefits of a fulfilling committed relationship, not to mention having an exclusive submissive at the ready, his old friend got personal. 

“We traveled the world for nearly two decades, have seen and done things no man ever should, not to mention enduring crap conditions and sleeping in some of the worst shitholes known to man. With that behind us, don’t you think we deserve a few rewards? Now that you’ve got a cushy, full-time position at Coronado, why wait?”

Except for the cushy comment, Eric was right. In the past twenty years, Flynn had spent more time abroad than on US soil. He’d never gotten involved long-term with a woman because he didn’t think it was fair to leave her waiting and wondering. Since transferring to BUD/s as a training officer, he had settled in and could afford to become exclusive if he wanted to.

And he did, but only with the right submissive woman.

A pair of blue eyes, soft lips, and a guileless expression popped into his head.

As hard as he tried, he couldn’t get the little blonde systems analyst out of his thoughts. She filled his dreams every night and starred in all his waking fantasies, like the one this morning.

Cassie was on her knees in front of him, just like the other day, except this time she was naked, hands bound behind her back. He glided the head of his cock across her plump, tempting lips, and couldn’t hold back a groan when he slid deep into her tempting mouth. With his skin slick from her agile tongue, his fingers tangled in the wet strands of her long hair, urging her to go faster, to suck harder, as he pumped into her. Flynn came while calling her name.

But when he opened his eyes, the disappointment was like a gut punch. Instead of Cassie’s hot mouth bringing him off, it was his own hand in the shower.

With his brain flooded with provocative images, he couldn't ignore the growing tightness of his jeans as his cock strained against the constricting fabric. He shifted on his barstool, trying to think of a distraction. Surf training, lying in wet sand, the frigid water of the Pacific washing over him, soggy NWUs, gritty sand—everywhere—a candidate whining about the cold and getting on his last fucking nerve. Hellfire! Even after that, he was still hard.

Flynn spun on the stool to face the room, needing a distraction. Knowing that he wasn’t fit for just any sub, he searched for one who could handle him in his current mood. He liked it rough and raw, but tonight, he wanted ruthless. That wasn’t his style, however. He didn’t lean toward sadism. Spanking, yes. A medium weight flogger—heck, yeah. A crop, clamps, and plugs—definitely. More than that, no.

Maybe he should leave. But as he tossed back the scotch the bartender refilled for him, his second, that wasn’t happening anytime soon. He’d have to wait before making the two-hour trek home, and, if he wanted to play, make this his last. While enjoying the warmth curling in his gut from the superior 18-year-old scotch, he looked over the crowd. 

On one of the nearby couches, a petite sub perched on the leather-clad knee of her dom. She was blonde, with a high ponytail—like the woman he was trying to forget—and a pretty pout on her pink lips. Her master had his lips to her ear. From his frown and the hand wrapped around her nape, he was unhappy about something. While he spoke—likely giving a lecture, or a warning—his other hand curled around her hip, slipped beneath the hem of her white leather skirt, and cupped a bare cheek. 

His assessment of their interplay—someone was naughty.

At once, the image of another little imp popped into his head. Something was up with Cassie, and he didn’t like it. She’d been avoiding him, as good as snubbing him at the coffee shop the other night. He’d racked his brain trying to figure out why, if it was something he’d said or done. All he could come up with was Meyers’ insensitive remark, which was the last time he’d spoken to her. After he’d educated the dumbass on how to act around a lady, he’d gone to find her. But she’d left the lab, which only proved how upset she’d been.

That didn’t explain why she wouldn’t answer his calls and had canceled their lunch together, something that hadn’t happened in the entire six months she’d been working there. She got busy real quick the two times he’d popped in to speak to her. With others around, and her occupied—with what looked like busy work, and stall tactics—he’d waited several minutes then left in frustration. It was that or be late for his next meeting. But Flynn didn’t like things unsettled between them.

For her to cut him out so abruptly, without explanation, ticked him off. If she belonged to him, he’d haul her over his knee for a sound paddling until she did two things: apologized and communicated what was going on in her beautiful head.

And, while he had her there, he’d make her pay for tempting him all these months. He imagined her reaction if he called her into his office and did just that. Her eyes would get wide, her lips parting in shock. But being the good girl that she was, she’d obey him. He’d pull down the snug-fitting trousers she often wore and bend her over his lap, enjoying the view as her panties stretched tight across her round bottom—something feminine, white, and with lace.

As he pulled her in close, encircling her waist with an arm to hold her in place, he’d smile as she trembled, her upturned bottom quivering in anticipation. He’d stroke it lightly before tugging up the delicate material, wedging it between her cheeks and baring the fullness of her ass for his hand. The image of those luscious globes jiggling with each sharp, quick smack made his already rigid cock twitch in his pants.

Fuck! He couldn’t escape her even 120 miles north in LA. And despite his many lurid fantasies, the harsh truth was she didn’t belong to him. And couldn’t. 

“You look like you’re in a foul mood.” Lost in thought, he hadn’t noticed when Eric took the empty seat beside him. His friend eyed his empty glass. “Have another drink,” he suggested, as he signaled the bartender over. 

Flynn waved him off. “This was my second. Any more and I’ve wasted a trip.”

“If this is what you’re like after top-shelf scotch, I’ll tell Samson not to waste the good stuff on you. The Macallan 25 goes for a grand.”

“I’ll feel better once I can get rid of this tweed jacket and tie you insisted I wear.”

“Stop bitching. You wear a tie almost every day, and the tweed makes you look the part of the teacher you’re supposed to be playing.” Eric tilted his head toward the boisterous throng crowding the bar. “We’ve had an excellent turnout, which gives you at least twenty naughty schoolgirls to choose from.” His eyes shifted, and he nodded to a table to his left. “The brunette is lovely.”

Flynn shook his head after assessing then eliminating the sub in question. Tall, as he liked, she was a bit on the slutty side with her blouse open to the navel, revealing flat sculpted abs and the inner curves of her surgically augmented breasts. “I prefer a little more subtlety, not to mention authenticity, in my bad girls.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Eric asked in utter surprise.

Flynn didn’t elaborate, thinking Cassie would look fucking fantastic in a plaid skirt and knee socks.

“Okay, how about the blonde over there? She’s buttoned up to her chin all prim and proper.”

He followed Eric’s gaze. She reminded him too much of the woman he was trying to forget. “No blondes.”

“You’re not making this easy,” his friend observed with distinct irritation. “I’ve brought you to the trough, horse. Now it’s up to you to drink.” With that, he walked away.

Flynn sighed. He’d driven over two hours to play; he might as well give it a fair shot. As he stood, he straightened his tie, ready to mingle, though neither his heart nor his dick—who just wanted to get down to business and go home—were in the mood.

***
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“I own a chain of highly successful specialty food stores. I’m up to 10 locations and growing. Because I’m extremely busy during the week, I'm mainly a weekend player,” the dom in the sports coat with suede elbow patches told her. Men’s suits didn’t usually catch her eye, but this one seemed to be from a bygone era, like something her dad wore twenty years ago. 

His questionable fashion sense aside, he stood at average height, putting him several inches over her petite frame, even in her 3-inch black patent leather Mary Jane’s. His subtle cologne wafted through the air, leaving a pleasant scent lingering in its wake and though he was easy on the eyes, she couldn’t get beyond his arrogance. Not the sexy, self-confident Flynn kind of arrogance, the off-putting kind. 

As he spoke about himself, obviously his favorite topic, he acted as if it was a foregone conclusion that she would choose him. But what bugged her the most was that throughout their conversation, he never once looked at her face. Instead, his gaze had fixated on the front of her blouse. 

True, it was a sex club, and yeah, she had dressed as a naughty schoolgirl. With her fake red hair in twin braids complete with fuzzy hair ties, she added thigh-hi lace stockings beneath her plaid skirt instead of the knee socks that came with it. Even though Jules had provided her skirt and ruffled panties; the white cotton shirt had come from her own closet. She’d left an extra button undone and knotted the shirttails revealing an inch of belly, but compared to 90 percent of the subs in the room, she had dressed like a nun. The material wasn’t risqué or sheer, and when buttoned up, it was appropriate for work, and she had worn it there, often. 

But the way he leered at her chest made her want to check herself for drool. Even when her gaze swept the crowd for another teacher to match her schoolgirl persona, she could feel his eyes on her, and it made her skin crawl with discomfort.

She ignored him, since no way in hell was she giving him a ribbon, and searched the crowd for other candidates. 

It was past eleven o’clock, and she’d met ten teachers, giving up three of her five ribbons, but not sure why. No one had come close to sparking her interest. One was an excellent dancer but wanted a full-time slave girl. Another had two left feet and had nearly caused a pileup on the dance floor when he’d tripped over them both. 

Although not a full-blown disaster, it had been close. He’d lurched forward with her in his arms, bumping into the couple slow-dancing beside them. The other irritated dom had growled as he assisted his partner off the floor, telling the poor man to spare them all an ER trip by having a seat at the bar. Her partner had flushed with embarrassment and excused himself. She’d then watched him fly out the door with one of her ribbons in hand. After the doors had closed behind him, she tried to picture him in a dominant role but couldn’t see it.

Two others had bought her a drink, bringing her to the two-drink club limit. They’d then bored her with talk of rules and protocols, not once asking about herself. Not her name, what she was looking for in a dom, nothing. It was all about what they wanted. Since she had to want to please the dominant she was with, and she so did not want to with either of these two—no ribbons for them.

With time running out before the midnight unmasking, one of her ribbons was MIA, and two were with men selected because they offended her less than the others, which was a sad commentary on the teachers she’d met thus far. The man in front of her sure as heck wasn’t ribbon-material. She needed to get rid of him and find someone else, anyone else, and quick.

“Naked weekends.”

Elbow Patches’ comment snapped her back to the present, and she realized she’d missed half of the conversation. “Pardon me?”

“That’s what you can expect as my slave,” he continued, not noticing her inattention. “Intense bondage: ropes, clamps, plugs, and gags. As a strict disciplinarian, I will be firm and expect complete servitude. Please me, and you’ll be rewarded with incredible pleasure. If not, you’ll find my punishments can be quite severe.” His eyes continued to roam over her chest. “You have magnificent breasts. They are perfect for a special serving tray I found. It clamps tightly onto your nipples. While you serve me and my guests their drinks with your arms in a binder behind your back, the weight on the tray will have you crying pretty tears and begging for mercy from behind your gag. If that interests you—”

It didn’t. No freaking way!

“I’ll claim you by the dungeon doors at midnight.” After this proclamation, he tugged the bow on one of the two remaining ribbons at her wrist. Before she could sputter a denial, and, with him still not having once glanced above her chin, he turned and walked away with her fourth ribbon.

“Arrogant putz,” Cassie murmured under her breath, appropriating one of Flynn’s often-used slurs for insufferable people. If that was his best offer, it was no wonder he was searching for a submissive. Correction, a naked weekend slave.

A familiar chuckle behind her made her turn. “Charles lacks a certain charm. Many of us have tried to work with him on his approach, to no avail.” He shook his head then shifted his gaze from the departing dom to look down at her.

Her breath caught in her throat as she stared up at Flynn’s smiling face. His tweed suit coat and tie weren’t much of a disguise, and unlike most of the other doms who played the game, he had forgone a mask, so there was no mistaking the gray-blue eyes or the tawny hair with the slightest hint of silver at his temples. Speechless with horror, her body froze. All she could do was blink up at him.

“Did he shock you, little sub?” he asked, his lips kicking up on the ends in a dazzling smile as the dimple in his cheek made an appearance. “I agree, he can be a real putz. Still, you should refrain from calling the dominants names. It’s not only frowned upon but against the rules and could get you punished.” He cocked his head to the side, a brow arching as his gaze swept over her hair, her mask, and then keyed in on her mouth, which remained open in shock. “Unless that’s what you’re aiming for.”

She shook her head, still unable to put thoughts into words.

“Ah, Red, how disappointing,” he drawled, leaning in closer, his gorgeous eyes twinkling mischievously. “I was hoping for a different answer entirely.”

That’s when it hit her. Flynn didn’t know who she was. The wig and mask were doing their job, just as Colt and Jules predicted. Not to mention he probably never considered the computer geek from the simulator at work would ever dare set foot in his club. While she sighed inwardly, her relief palpable, she also felt a sharp pang in her chest. He was hitting on her in disguise, but as herself, hadn’t so much as flirted.

Cassie quickly averted her gaze, to be sure he wouldn’t recognize her eyes. Softly, she snorted at her immense ego as if anything about her were so memorable.

“Would you like to dance with the teacher, pet?” 

She wanted to, badly, but didn’t dare risk it. “Um, I’m not a very good dancer, sir.” As she gave her excuse, she pitched her voice lower to disguise it, just in case.

“I saw that mishap earlier,” he said without pause. “That was his fault, Red, not yours. And you don’t have to be a good dancer if you have the right partner. Besides, it’s almost midnight, and you need a fifth.”

Her head came up with a puzzled expression.

He lifted her wrist, and with a head tilt, indicated the remaining ribbon on her bracelet. Claiming the last one for himself, he tucked it into his jacket pocket and, without waiting for her consent, took her hand, and pulled her out onto the dance floor.

Turning her into his arms, he pulled her in close, his body pressed against hers from chest to knees, as a slow song started to play. She should have known by the way he moved, fluid and self-confident, that he would dance the same way. He made it seem effortless, swaying and turning her in sync to the seductive beat. 

Once, he spun her out to arm’s length then rewound her, catching her against his hard body, pressed together so tightly, daylight wouldn’t pass between them from breast to groin. Later, at a perfect point in the song, he dipped her low, his face hovering above hers so close, their lips almost touched.

It was something out of a dream, only the reality of it was so much better.

She absorbed every moment, should it never come again, which it wouldn’t. It couldn’t. Not at the risk of her job. Or worse, the look of disappointment on his face when he learned the curvy, naughtily dressed, redheaded submissive in his arms was merely Cassie, the girl genius, his strictly-in-the-friend-zone lunch partner every other Friday. 

Blinking back tears, she swayed in sync with him, her face buried in his neck, feeling his pulse against her temple. She savored the roughness of his scruff-covered jaw against her cheek and breathed in his clean, masculine scent.

He guided her through a turn with his hands low on her back and one of his legs between hers. In her short skirt, his black, denim-clad thigh rubbed against the thin cotton barrier between him and her pussy. It would be so easy to give in to her desire, especially with the thick length of his arousal pressed against her lower belly, proof he wanted her. 

She tried not to get caught up in the masquerade, telling herself to guard her heart. He’d had ample opportunity to show an interest in the real Cassandra Hardwick, but hadn’t. This one dance would have to be enough.

And despite the Flynn-induced sexual fog surrounding her, a question—a big one—kept nagging at her. What about his girlfriend? The game was for available doms and subs. His participation implied he was free and looking. Perhaps she’d been wrong about the black-haired beauty, but if she was right, what did it say about the man she thought she knew? 

She never imagined the upstanding, trustworthy commander being dishonest, or a cheater. But here he was with her, only two days after being cozied up with another. She imagined every available sub in the dungeon would jump at the chance to be with him. If he only wanted a submissive for one night, why go to all this trouble? Her mind reeled in confusion, and although she had a million questions swirling in her head, she couldn’t ask any of them.

As the slow song melded into one with a faster tempo, he kept pace, moving them across the floor in a series of intricate steps. She followed without knowing how and found he was right. With him as a partner, she didn’t need to know how. 

When the next tune bled into another, she barely noticed because as the minutes passed, his hands became bolder. They left her hips to stroke up her sides to the curve of her breasts then swept down her back, moving over her skirt. Without reservation, his fingers slid lower, tracing the lace edge of her stockings and the bare skin above them. Her heart nearly stopped when he dipped her again, and one hand curled around her knee, bending it high on his hip. Once propped there, his fingertips moved beneath her hem and traced along the edges of her ruffled panties. Before she could think, or speak, or contain her runaway heart, his hand slipped beneath the elastic at the leg, and he palmed her bare bottom.

Cassie almost orgasmed on the spot. He didn’t linger, however, and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe because the music changed, or he wanted to tease her more, or because it was unseemly to make your first-time partner come in the middle of a crowded dance floor, even in a no-holds-barred sex club like Decadence. But he only curled his fingers and gave her ass cheek a firm squeeze before he stood, bringing her up with him.

Their dance resumed. With hips aligned, Flynn in a half crouch and bringing her up on her toes, making it possible. As such, his erection nudged the gusset of her panties, which in her aroused state was so much worse than having his hand on her bare ass.

Her already hard nipples tightened even more and her clit, which had been tingling since he’d first taken her hand in his, throbbed with need. This close, he must be able to feel her heat and the dampness of the thin cotton. Cassie ground her hips against him, not caring in that moment about crowds, or the roles they played, or beautiful girlfriends, or work on Monday. She was mindless to everything other than Flynn, and her need to come.

“Your attention, please.”

The music ended abruptly at the interruption. Cassie bit back a scream of frustration. She was so damn close.

He relaxed his arms and turned them toward Master Eric, the tall, blond dominant who welcomed the newcomers in the entryway earlier. He now stood before the massive set of gothic doors that took up half of one wall. 

“The moment you’ve all been eagerly awaiting has arrived,” he announced, sparking a murmur of excitement in the crowd. “Will the players in our masquerade please come forward?” 

As the sheiks and harem girls, teachers and students, Tarzans and Janes made their way to the stage, cold reality sank into Cassie’s bones and quickly squelched her unsatisfied yearning. Like Cinderella at the stroke of midnight, her fantasy was nearing an end. 

Frantically, she pulled away and began searching the faces around her for her friends. In the middle of the dance floor, and as short as she was, finding them would be next to impossible.

“Is something wrong, Red?”

“Yes,” she replied, still searching and deliberately avoiding looking at him. “I came with someone.”

“You have a dom already?” His voice had deepened, a tinge of anger making it more like a growl.

“Oh no,” she quickly explained. “I came with friends. The dom is a member and asked me to introduce him to whomever I selected.”

“That’s fine,” he said, his tone having returned to its usual calm, rich baritone as his fingers circling her upper arm. “Let’s go meet him.”

She glanced up and her, “Not you,” came out bluntly.

His head jerked in surprise. “Why not me?” 

At a loss, Cassie searched wildly for an excuse.

He caught her other arm and, staring down at her both stunned and incensed, demanded to know, “Are you telling me you’d rather have one of the protocol-spouting doms or the oaf who stomped on your toes?”

Aware she had offended him, she wrenched free and backed up. “They were all very nice.”

“Nice isn’t what you need, Red,” he murmured, closing the gap between them. “Neither is Charles and his naked weekends, which from your reaction isn’t your thing, either. I could tell you were going to say no when he couldn’t stop staring at your chest. And the other two sure as hell won’t make you as hot and wet as I had you a moment ago.”

She averted her gaze, cheeks flooded with heat, and resumed scanning the crowd and hoping for a timely rescue. Where the heck was Colt?

He caught her chin in his hand and turned her face up to his. “Do I scare you, little sub? Is that it?”

More than you’ll ever know.

She didn’t say that, though, nor did she have time for anything else because the other ribbon-bearing teachers descended upon her and pulled her along with them. All except Flynn who hung back, watching with an irritated look on his face.

One by one, the other subs made their way through the gothic double doors, disappearing into the dungeon with their chosen dom for the night. When it was her turn, and Colt still hadn’t found her, she’d worked herself into a state close to panic. Master Eric held out his hand for her to join him on the steps at the entrance to the dungeon.

“Your mask, little schoolgirl, then I’ll hear your selection.”

She shook her head. “No, sir. I, um...I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go in.”

He angled his head down, which was a long way since he was about the same height as Flynn. Dressed all in black, he oozed authority and was just as intimidating. Surprisingly, his voice was gentle when he asked, “What has you spooked, little one?”

“I’m sorry. I made a mistake coming here and need to go home.” She thought she heard Colt speaking and turned. He was still a good distance from her but making slow yet steady progress through the press of curious onlookers watching the proceedings.

“What is this?” a stilted voice demanded from behind her. “How can she choose no one?”

“It is always her choice, Charles; you know that,” Master Eric explained, without a hint of the gentleness from before.

“Then this has been a colossal waste of time. At least let us gaze upon the morsel that has escaped us.” Elbow patches caught her arm and dragged her down the steps to him.

“No!” she cried, as his fingers dug into her skin. She struggled as his other hand reached for her mask.

“Release her,” Eric barked, at the same time another angry voice demanded, “Let her go.” This came from Flynn, who suddenly sounded very close.

Colt arrived and became the third dom to order Charles to back off, but it was too late. Even as her hands came up to stop him, the odious dom pulled off her mask, and along with it, her wig. Pins hit the floor as her hair uncoiled from its knot, the thick mass coming down around her shoulders.

“Cassie?”

Her gaze shot to Flynn, reading his shock and disbelief. Then something else darkened his face; she wasn’t sure what it meant, except that it wasn’t pleasant. She pulled free of Charles’ grasp, darted past Eric, and down the steps on the far side. Pushing her way through the gawking crowd, she became frantic when she couldn’t get out of there fast enough. In seconds, Colt was in front of her, gripping her shoulders.

“Are you all right? Did that asshole hurt you?”

She tried to twist free of his hold, thinking only of getting to the front door. “I need to go. Please, take me home.”

“What’s going on, Cass? That’s Flynn Dalton. I know him.”

“I do, too. We work together. My worst fears are coming true. I can’t stay here—”

“Cassie. Don’t you dare leave,” Flynn shouted as he moved through the crowd. There was no doubt he wanted an explanation and deserved one, but she couldn’t face him. Not here, not now, maybe never. 

As he drew closer, moving people aside and not always gently, she panicked and yanked free of Colt’s grasp. If he wouldn’t get her out of there, she’d go on her own. It was LA, surely, she could get a cab even at midnight. Weaving quickly between the bodies that had pressed close to watch the drama unfold, she fought her way to the front.

“Cassie, stop,” Flynn ordered sharply. She also heard him grumbling, “Get out of the way.” Relieved the mass of members and guests slowed his pursuit, she ducked and twisted, using her diminutive size to her advantage for once. She didn’t stop, not for Colt, or Commander Dalton, or for Jules who also called out to her.

When she reached the lobby, she didn’t dare stop for her purse. Instead, she pushed through the double doors, ignoring the receptionist who offered to help. The humid night air made it more difficult to breathe as she flew down the stairs and out onto Beverly Boulevard. With an odd stroke of good luck, several taxis waited.

She chose the first one, shouting at the driver as she climbed in. “Go! Now, please!”

His eyes flicked behind her as she slammed the door and locked it. As if sensing the impending danger, the cabbie stepped on the gas and peeled out. Too afraid to look back when a fist pounded the side of the cab, she faced forward as it sped off. Trembling, she dropped her head in her hands, trying to figure out what she would do when Monday came. 

“Do you need the police or the emergency room? That man who came after you was huge and looked angry. Did he hurt you?”

“No, it isn’t like that. I’m fine.” The tremor in her voice disproved her statement—she was anything but fine. “I need to get home to San Diego.”

He hesitated. “That’s a four-hour round trip.”

“I left my purse but can’t go back. I swear I’ll pay you when I get to my place. There’s a generous tip in it if you’ll take me, please.”

She watched in the mirror as his eyes moved, taking in her messy hair and tear-dampened cheeks then dipped lower to her outfit.

“I have a daughter your age. I’d have a fit if she were out this time of night and at a club like that.”

Cassie didn’t correct him. The man looked no more than forty. He couldn’t possibly have a daughter her age, but she welcomed his assumption she was much younger if it meant he would take her home.

“Promise you won’t do it again, and I’ll take the fare.”

“Yes, sir. I’ve learned my lesson.” The tears rolling down her cheeks weren’t contrived. “I just want to go home.”

He nodded his head and flipped the lever on the meter.

As she watched the night sky through her window, her stomach knotted with dread at what the coming work week would bring. How would she face Flynn? Or Colt, who had to be fuming that she’d left alone. She didn’t even have her phone to text Jules and let her know she was all right. Leaning her head against the window glass, she closed her eyes, feeling lost, alone, and utterly miserable while enduring the longest cab ride of her life. 
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Chapter 9
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Monday morning dawned gray and dreary, like her mood. A wreck all weekend long, not eating, barely sleeping, and consumed with worrying over facing Flynn when she returned to work, Cassie practiced what she would say.

“I’m sorry for running out without an explanation, but the sudden unmasking took me by surprise. When you didn’t recognize me, I should have told you who I was, but I didn’t want anyone at work to learn about my visit. I’d heard about the club and was curious but decided not to stay and play. Regardless, I hope we can be professionals and put this incident behind us and go on as we were before.”

In her mind, he was a gentleman and agreed to her request. She refused to think about what she’d do if he didn’t, so she never came up with a Plan B.

On pins and needles, Cassie drove to work, and for the first time welcomed a slowdown on I-5 and almost cheered over the stalled car on the Coronado Bridge, which reduced commuter traffic to one lane. Both caused her to arrive with only minutes to spare before her new training class began at nine o’clock. 

Parking in her usual spot, she scanned the lot for a familiar black F-150. When she didn’t see it, assuming he’d parked elsewhere and taken one of the five Jeeps lined up in the reserved spaces, she grabbed her stuff and hurried inside.

She had steeled herself for this first face-to-face with Flynn and felt oddly disappointed to find Lieutenant Eckersley, one of the other instructors there to monitor the men instead. His absence only delayed the inevitable and strained her already harried nerves. With a million questions swirling in her brain about the last-minute change, she managed not to ask anyone about it and got right to work.

The day went smoothly, this group of trainees catching on quickly. They broke for lunch at noon and finished at 4:30. She welcomed the routine but stayed on edge, watching the door anxiously. With each passing hour, when Flynn didn’t make an appearance, the knot in the pit of her stomach twisted tighter.

Apparently, she’d worried for nothing. When she shut down the systems at the end of the long day, she hadn’t received a single call or text. Was he too angry, or did he simply not care enough to bother? 

Blowing out a shaky breath, she grabbed her purse and turned off the lights. As she left the building, she dug around for her phone. It took a few moments of futile searching in the extra bag she’d switched to that morning before she remembered. It was two hours north at the club with her wallet.

When she’d gotten home late on Saturday—or rather early on Sunday—her humiliation wasn’t over. Without keys, she’d had to wake the resident manager to let her in. She’d endured speculative sidelong looks, most aimed at her minuscule skirt and stand-up stockings. Convinced he now thought she was a hooker, she held it together while he fumbled with the lock. The heat of her embarrassment had scalded her face by the time the door swung inward. After a muttered “thank you,” she slammed it and set the dead bolt then rested her hot cheek against the wood while counting the number of months remaining on her lease before she could move.

But she had bigger problems to tackle. First, getting word to Jules and Colt that she had arrived home safely. With no landline, her only option was email, so she logged onto her laptop and dashed off a quick message.

Sorry I ran out, but I freaked. By now, you’re aware I left my phone and my purse, which is why I couldn’t call. I’m not ready for company yet. I’ll let you know when I am.

Jules answered right away. Relieved to hear you’re safe, honey. FYI, Colt is pissed.

As she was thinking of a response, another email came in. This is Colt. I’m not pissed. What I am is fucking angry. He didn’t have to tell her; his emotion jumped out at her through the screen. We will talk about this, Cassie.

She’d dashed off a reply. I know, and I’m sorry. Love you both.

While she was still staring sadly at the screen, Jules sent a quick message that made her smile through her tears. We love you, too—always. Everything is going to be all right. Talk tomorrow.

The morning came too soon after a restless, exhausting night, as did the knock on her front door. Without a phone to contact her, her friends came unannounced, although she expected their visit. But she wasn’t ready to face them. She didn’t budge from her bed except to cover her head with her pillow and try to block out the knocking that turned into a loud banging. She cringed upon hearing Colt’s angry curses before they finally gave up. 

Feeling like the worst friend ever, she’d called him from work first thing that morning. He, of course, was busy training—something else she expected and counted on. So, like a coward, she left a message on his voice mail, begging his forgiveness for acting like a drama queen and a brat.

Her plan for the evening was to drive to their house and grovel in person. Facing Colt’s wrath and Jules’ disappointment wouldn’t be easy, but it had to be done to save their friendship. The inevitable scene was running through her head as she somehow made her way through the parking lot without falling into a hole or tripping on a curb, the whole time rummaging in her purse for her spare set of car keys. They had sunk to the bottom without the extra-large key chain she’d bought to keep this from happening. 

When she finally dug them out and looked up, her steps came to an abrupt halt, seeing Flynn leaning against her driver’s side door. As always, her breath caught at the sight of him. Rather than his full-service uniform, he wore camo pants and a white T-shirt. He had his arms crossed over his chest and the long fingers of one hand resting on a bulging biceps. 

There was something about Flynn’s hands, probably the size, big and strong, with short nails and those visible ropy veins on the backs that prompted images of them moving on her body. As she stared at them, his fingers tapped impatiently, only once, but it was enough to shift her focus to his face.

Like Colt, he was angry—correction, fucking furious—if his clenched jaw and the twitching muscle in his cheek were an accurate rage barometer.

Cassie stood unmoving, her feet frozen, even when he raised his hand and crooked a finger at her. She swallowed hard.

“Don’t make me come and get you,” he warned in a steely voice.

Her heart leaped into her throat, nearly choking her. She wanted to run away and hide, except she wasn’t twelve. Breathing deep, she took a tentative step forward. As she did, he straightened, towering over her: intimidating, dominant, and so damn sexy. 

She stopped again. Flynn was everything she ever wanted but couldn’t have. 

“Here, Cassie, now. I won’t bite.” When she started moving again, he added, “A trip over my knee is a safe bet, however.”

Her eyes shot to his, but his expression was suddenly unreadable, with a lethal calmness in his eyes. She’d almost prefer his anger. 

As she came to a stop in front of him, she launched into her practiced speech. “I’m sorry for running out without an explanation, but the sudden unmasking took me by surprise.” Clasping her hands to stop them from shaking, she forced herself through the rest. Or what she could remember of it because no matter the countless flawless recitations, facing him now, it had somehow slipped away. “I hope we can be professionals and put this behind us and go on as we were before.”

He stared at her silently for a moment. “Rehearsed that all weekend, I bet.”

Her jaw dropped. In reaction, Flynn’s mouth twitched ever so slightly. With humor, she hoped but couldn’t be sure. “How did you know?”

“I’ve been a dominant for a long time and have learned a few things about submissives.” His fingers curled firmly around her upper arm as he walked her forward, away from her car.

“Where are we going?”

Her question went unanswered, and he didn’t say another word until he stopped at his truck and opened the passenger’s door. “Get in.”

She tipped up her chin, biting her lip. Damn sunglasses. She couldn’t see his eyes to guess, so had to ask. “What are you thinking?”

“That we need to go someplace quiet and talk. When we’re done, you’ll have a decision to make. Either way, you are going home with a red, hot backside.”

Ignoring the second half of his statement, since she deserved both his anger and a spanking after the way she’d acted, she concentrated on the first part. “What kind of decision?”

“I’ll explain when we get there. Get in the truck.”

“But—”

“Now, Cassie.”

Her lips suddenly dry, her tongue came out to wet them. When she didn’t move fast enough, his fingers curled around her waist, and he lifted her, settling her behind firmly on the seat. He leaned in and buckled her seat belt. As he moved back, his hand came to her cheek, turning her face up to his.

“I’m on a thin thread here, Cassandra. Don’t push me.”

She blinked, uncertain what she had done to make things worse and thought it wise to nod in understanding, even if she didn’t.

He held her gaze for a moment then pulled away, his fingers gliding lightly along her jaw, sending a shiver down her spine. His touch set up a tingle between her legs, just like Saturday night. As he shut the door and walked around to his side, she squirmed and shifted, trying to decrease the distracting sensation.

She stilled when he opened his door and climbed in.

The truck engine roared to life, the rumbling causing the seat beneath her to vibrate for a moment. It stopped when he pulled forward and moved out of the lot, heading north. But the damage was done, the ache and wetness between her thighs now worse. Trying to ignore her body’s response to the man seated beside her, she clasped her hands tightly in her lap and turned her head to stare out the window.

They drove in silence for a few miles before he took the exit to The Village of Coronado. He turned east toward the bay. In a few minutes, they drove past the coffee shop.

“Your girlfriend is beautiful.” After she blurted out the words, she wanted to reel them back in.

“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Her head swung his way.

“My sister, Sarah, was in town last week for a business conference. We met for dinner then had coffee at Bay Front. The view there is spectacular, which is why it’s one of her favorite spots. She stayed at my place for the night and flew out the next morning, back to New York.”

Stifling a groan, she dropped her head against the high seat back, rolling it toward the window. “She must think I’m terribly rude.”

“Mm...” was his noncommittal response.

She closed her eyes, wishing for the power of teleportation. When the vehicle slowed and made a sharp turn, Cassie cracked open one eye and saw he’d pulled into the driveway of a Mediterranean-style house with stucco exterior walls, arched windows, and a terracotta shingled roof. While Flynn got out and came around to her side, she took in the neatly landscaped yard with its six-foot privacy fence all around. Everywhere she looked, she saw a profusion of color in the flowering trees and shrubs. It was lovely.

“Who lives here?” she asked when he opened her door.

“I do. Come on out.” He extended his hand to her, curling his fingers in a “hurry up” gesture when she didn’t take it.

She frowned at his bossiness. Always present, it had simmered beneath the surface with her in the past. Today, it had increased to a full rolling boil. Considering her current situation, she didn’t protest, thinking it best to do as she was told and get this talk over. Placing her hand in his, she used it to steady herself as she slid to the ground.

Flynn didn’t step back. Instead, he crowded her as he reached in and flipped the lock, before taking her arm and closing the door. He then led her up a stone walkway to the front door.

The property here didn’t come cheap. She’d checked when she was apartment hunting. It surprised her he could swing it, even on a commander’s pay. It had to have cost a mint.

As she took in the manicured lawn, the pristine shrub beds without the first sign of weeds, and the flowering pots on the small porch, the beginnings of a smile curved her lips. “This isn’t at all what I imagined.”

“What did you expect?” he asked, sounding distant as he unlocked his door.

After the way he’d been acting, it was on the tip of her tongue to say, “a cave.” She wisely kept her mouth shut. Not foolish enough to test him. Besides, with his fingers still curled possessively around her arm, he was making certain she couldn’t run from him again.

She gritted her teeth, irked by his aloof manner. Not that she blamed him, but where would she go? Her car was back at the base, her apartment across the bridge on the mainland, and with her wallet hours away in LA, she had no phone or money to call a cab.

He moved his hand to the small of her back and guided her inside.

A wet nose and wagging tail greeted her. “Roscoe!” she exclaimed, going into a squat for some excited doggie kisses. His welcome was so much better than his master’s.

“I need to let him out, then we’ll talk,” Flynn said, as he closed and locked the door behind him. “Come on, buddy,” he murmured, crossing the room to a set of French sliders on the far wall. 

When he opened them and waited for his dog to trot through, Cassie rose and glanced around his home. They were in a great room with gleaming hardwood floors and high ceilings. To the left was a wooden staircase with the same glossy wood on the treads and the rail spindles.

It was immaculate, everything orderly and in its place. The furniture was dark wood and leather, utterly masculine—the only thing that didn’t surprise her about his home. That and the enormous wall-mounted flat screen TV, of course.

“My grandparents bought the house new in 1929. They left it to me when they passed a few years back.” Before she could comment, he added, “We’ll talk in the den.”

He moved through an archway, and she followed, pausing to peek into the neat, updated kitchen. Through a door on the far wall, she could see the dining area.

“Cassie.”

She glanced up to find him waiting at the end of the short hallway, his hands on his hips, clearly impatient. Hurrying to catch up, she entered ahead of him. A chill ran up her spine when he shut the door with an ominous thud and closed them in together. 
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Chapter 10
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Walking past her, Flynn crossed to a large desk, bare on top except for a small lamp and an old-fashioned phone with a coiled cord connecting the receiver. She stared at it, thinking it had to be another leftover from his grandparents. He turned and leaned his backside against the front edge of the desk. It was a neutral pose until he crossed his arms again and leveled his steely gaze at her.

He nodded at the chair in front of him. She obeyed his silent order, perching on the edge while waiting for the thunderstorm to hit. Cassie gained newfound compassion for the candidates who found themselves on the receiving end of Commander Dalton’s displeasure.

“I spoke to Lieutenant Commander Jameson.”

Horrified, she looked up. “Why would you do that?”

He appeared equally shocked by her question. “Why would you think I wouldn’t? You came to a private club under his protection. Then, after seeing me, ran out like your ass was on fire. You didn’t stop when either of us called, and you left your purse and phone behind. According to him, you didn’t answer your door when they came by to see you the next morning. They were worried about you, as was I. We would have had this discussion yesterday, but he wouldn’t give me your address without your permission, which you couldn’t give since you were unavailable by phone.” Anger and frustration were creeping into his voice. “I also called your company, which turned into a damn awkward Q&A session with your boss, who wouldn’t give it out, either.”

She stiffened, stifling a groan. Getting such a call on a weekend from an officer on base would have freaked George Austin out. He was high-strung and, when hit with the unexpected, did one of two things: thought the worst or panicked. Sometimes, he did both. That he hadn’t called the police to break down her door when he couldn’t reach her by phone all weekend stunned her. And short of that, hadn’t flown out and been waiting to rake her over the coals that morning.

“What did you tell him?”

“Nothing personal. I have some tact.”

Her shoulders slumped in relief. Then she realized how insulting that could appear and peeped up at him. He was watching her, his face blank, the same expression she had seen him use when counseling a trainee who kept failing the simulator. Cassie suspected it was the calm before the storm. Often, those SEAL applicants didn’t return. She hoped that wasn’t her future, too.

“What did you want to talk about?”

“I want to know why you didn’t tell me who you were, and when you were unmasked, why you ran from me—into the street, at midnight, in downtown LA, in a skirt up past your ass with your panties showing. Did you even consider what could have happened to you?” Flynn walked around his desk and bent to open a bottom drawer. He withdrew her purse and dropped it onto the desktop with a resounding clink. “You had no money, no credit card, no ID, no keys, no phone. What the fuck, Cassie?”

At last, his stony facade cracked. He was livid.

“You didn’t look in my purse for my address?”

His face darkened. “Your driver’s license was issued in Massachusetts.”

She swallowed hard. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to change that.”

His hands clenched into fists on the top of his desk as he leaned forward and growled, “What the hell were you thinking?”

“I didn’t want... I mean, when I saw you... And I was there to...uh—” She closed her eyes, her face flaming hot with shame. “This is so embarrassing.”

“Why? I’m a member of the club. We’re adults. There isn’t anything wrong with it.”

“Well, no...” she whispered. “But you must know why I was there.”

“To meet someone, as was I, since I joined in on the game. Do you think less of me or the others who did?”

“No.”

“Sir,” he corrected sternly.

She flushed hotter, and not just her face. “No, sir.”

“I thought you were shy, Cassie, not submissive.” He straightened, his hands lifting to rub his face, as he muttered to himself, “Damn, I must be getting old for my radar to be so off.”

“I haven’t been submissive for a long time.”

His arms dropped to his sides, and he frowned at her. “You make it sound like the need to submit is something you can turn off and on, like a light switch.”

“I meant that it’s been a long time since I’ve been with someone as a submissive.”

“Why?”

She shook her head while looking down at her hands. Did she explain she was searching for something but wasn’t sure what until she met Flynn?

In the silence, she heard him move, saw his boots and a flash of camo as he came around the desk to stand in front of her once more.

“Answer the question.”

“I haven’t had much success with relationships.”

“It can be hard to find a good match in the lifestyle. How long has it been?”

“Years. Since college.”

“So, what? Two or three?”

She looked at him with disgust. “How old do you think I am?”

“Twenty-four?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m thirty, and my birthday is next month.”

His brows rose. “You look much younger.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot. And men who want to dress me up in little-girl clothes.” She shrugged. “Not that I’m judging, but that’s not my kink. A plaid skirt and knee socks are about as far into age-play as I go.”

“You made a very sexy schoolgirl.”

She drew in a quick breath, stunned by his words. Did he mean the redhead who was playing a fantasy role or the dull blonde underneath the disguise who was the real Cassie?

“You’re surprised. I enjoyed our dances and thought you did, too.”

“You danced with someone else.” She dropped her eyes. “I could tell you were disappointed when you found out there was a geeky computer nerd under the wig and short skirt.”

Arms folded over his broad chest once more, he announced with stinging sarcasm, “So you’re a mind reader as well as a computer whiz. Good to know.”

“Flynn, I—”

“I believe I told you to call me sir, Cassie.”

“Why are you doing this?”

He bent suddenly, his hands moving to the arms of her chair. This brought his eyes level with her own, and his handsome face close. She could hardly breathe, and it got worse when he said, “Because I’ve wanted you since the first day I saw you. I didn’t know a sub, out of the lifestyle for some time and in search of a way back in, lay beneath the girl-genius surface. I also thought you were in your early twenties, which made me feel like a pervy old man.”

“But you’re what? Thirty-six? So little a difference is hardly perverted.”

“No, except I’ll be thirty-nine soon, and what I thought was a fifteen-year gap is pushing it for me.”

“You never asked,” she whispered.

“True, and that’s on me.”

“I might look like a teenager, but I’m an adult.”

His finger beneath her chin forced her eyes to meet his. “If that’s true, maybe it’s time you started acting like one.”

She blinked back tears. Though he was right, it didn’t make the cold, hard truth hurt any less.

“You went to LA to find a dom. You know the club has a reputation?”

“My friends told me.”

“Then you know it’s edgier than most, and since it’s private, nudity and sex are the norm, not the exception. Many of the members enjoy ménage or practice polyamory. Some things that go on in the dungeon would curl your hair.” His eyes rose to the blonde locks she had straightened and worn down today, before coming back to hers.

“I’m not so innocent,” she replied. A stray thought occurred to her. “Colt and Jules, do they, uh...”

“That is for them to share, isn’t it?”

“Of course. I don’t know why I asked. It doesn’t matter anyway.” She looked at him, wondering if threesomes were something he was into. He would be in great demand if it were so. Then her mind whirled with conjecture about all the other things he might like to do.

“Do you?” she blurted out.

One brow quirked upward. “We’re going there now?”

“Well, I, uh...” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Heaven forbid she should have to detail her own past. “No,” she admitted, looking away from his knowing gaze.

“I don’t share, Cassie. If a sub is mine, she belongs only to me.”

Relief flooded through her because ménage wasn’t her cup of tea at all. Not that he’d offered. He said he wanted her but hadn’t asked her to become his submissive. Confused about where this was going, she asked him, “Why am I here, Flynn?”

“I don’t want my presence at the club to alter your plans. You came in search of a dom, so I offer you two choices. Option one, come back next week, and I’ll introduce you to some single doms who I think you might like.”

There it was, the rejection she feared, but it didn’t hurt as she expected. It was worse, so much worse, like a knife in the gut. Biting the inside of her lip as she fought the tears that threatened, she jerked away from his hand still holding her face.

“There’s another option.”

She barely heard, her emotional misery so acute it became a physical pain.

“Imp, look at me.”

Shaking her head, she couldn’t. He’d see how shattered she was. Why had she let Jules talk her into going to the club? It had ruined everything. She’d have to get a new job, start over, swear off men, yet again. And more devastating than anything else, never see Flynn again. Biting the inside of her cheek to contain a sob, it escaped anyway.

Strong fingers recaptured her chin, angling her face upward.

“Look at me, Cassie.”

She blinked, trying to keep the tears under control. But when she looked at him, so close, and still so handsome, despite the watery image he’d become, she lost her battle, and several rolled down her cheeks.

“Don’t cry, baby. You haven’t heard the other choice yet.”

“I’m not.” Her ludicrous denial came out in a croaky whisper.

He smiled, flashing his dimple, but he didn’t call her on the out-and-out fib. Instead, his other hand rose to cup her face, and both thumbs slid across her damp cheeks, removing the proof.

“Option two is you become my submissive.”

She shook her head, more hot tears escaping. “You’ve never shown the least bit of interest. I don’t want a pity offer.”

“I’m not so self-sacrificing I’d be with someone out of pity,” he grumbled. “I never mentioned my inclination because I didn’t want to shock the pants off you, Cassie.” His lips twitched into a fleeting grin. “I wanted them off because that tempting ass of yours has been haunting my dreams, but I thought you were vanilla and innocent, and you gave me no signs, either. Therefore, I kept my distance. Besides, relationships between co-workers can be difficult.”

“Then why are you doing this?”

“I said difficult, not impossible. And I’ve found that the sweetest berries are often the most challenging to reach, though well worth the extra effort.”

Her heart fluttered at how endearing that was, but it couldn’t be so easy, could it? “What about the Navy? Isn’t fraternization frowned upon?”

“You’re a contractor and don’t report to me. I have input into the project, nothing else.”

“My company values your contribution. They listen to you and the captain, so it’s important for me to do what I can to keep their biggest customer happy.”

“Having you as my sub would certainly make me happy.”

“Flynn, I mean, sir...” She let her lashes drop, concealing the yearning she felt sure was reflected in her gaze. “What happens when it’s over? It would be more awkward than it has been these last few days.”

“You’re calling it quits before it begins?”

“I’m trying to be realistic.”

“You’re a skeptic. I see things differently, and in my scenario, we work.” His hand slid along her cheek, brushing back the strands of hair sticking to her tear-dampened skin. Tenderly, he tucked them behind her ear. “I don’t need your answer now. I want you to have time to think. Whatever your decision is, we’ll go on as we always have at work. You run the lab, train the men on the simulations, encourage them when they get frustrated, while I chew them out when they fuck up.”

His description of their roles was accurate, so much so, her lips trembled on the verge of a smile.

“And we’ll have our Friday lunches. You owe me one, by the way. I’ll need to claim my rain check later though. One of the other instructors had a family emergency. I had to cover his rotation. That’s why I waited until the end of the day to come find you.”

“I wondered where you were. I assumed you were mad at me.”

“I am. Which brings us to the matter of your recklessness on Saturday.”

“What?”

“I warned you a sore bottom was in your future.” He stood up, his eyes scanning the room. “The window seat should do, I think. Hands flat on the cushion and wait for me.”

“You’re going to spank me before I’ve made a choice?”

“Yes, this is for running out of the club without concern for your safety. Jameson was furious, not to mention worried sick. You arrived in his care, and it was incredibly disrespectful of you to leave him the way you did. And your friend Jules was out of her mind.”

“I’ve apologized.” In writing. She still had to face them, which would be only slightly less awkward than with Flynn.

“As you should have. This spanking will reinforce the lesson. Head on over.” He extended his arm toward the window, as if an invitation, although it was nothing short of a command.

Their eyes met, an arc of electricity passing between them. She couldn’t deny she had dreamed of him taking charge of her. This would be a little taste of his dominance. She glanced at the wide bench seat with its thick padding and the view of the garden beyond. It was the perfect place to curl up and read a book or snuggle in a lover’s arms to watch the rain, and the height was just right for a spanking. She’d prefer he take her over his knee and hold her while he did it, but knew once she agreed to this, it wasn’t up to her.

“Do you have a safeword, Cassie?”

“I’ve always used red in the past.”

“Red it is. Now, do as I instructed and get to the window. Or use your safeword, and we end this and go to dinner.”

“You’d still—”

“Opting out doesn’t get rid of Flynn the man, and the friend who cares about you. Like work, that will not change.”

He was an unusual dominant if he could compartmentalize his feelings should she decline. And he seemed confident he could. For her, it wouldn’t be so easy—more like impossible.

“I won’t wait all day, Cassie, and I frown upon stalling. To be clear, I consider not using a safeword as good as consent. If I need to, I’ll put you there, but don’t recommend you push me that far.”

Okay, maybe not so unusual. Despite her doubts and fears, she wanted to move forward with Flynn, had craved it for months.

Decision made—good or bad—she stood, conscious of his watchful eyes. As she walked to the window, she cursed her choice of a pencil skirt that morning and tried to remember what underwear she had selected while dressing in an anxiety-induced haze.

At the window, she bent forward, hands on the cushion as she faced the glass. Through it, she saw his backyard, also private with a thick, high hedge. It was lush and well-tended. Adjacent to the deck off the back of the house, with its cushioned wicker furniture, she saw a gorgeous gazebo with clematis in full bloom, the big star-shaped purple blossoms climbing up the rails and posts.

When he touched her, she jumped, unaware he’d followed her over.

“This is a spanking, baby. Not a firing squad.” 

She nodded, murmuring, “I’m just nervous because it’s been a while. And, for a big guy, you’re silent when you move; you startled me.”

“It’s a skill ingrained over the years.” His hand between her shoulder blades pressed her down until her bottom tilted up, reminding her why she was at the window gazing at the beautiful sight in the first place.

“I’ll be careful with you, Cassie.”

“I trust you, Flynn. Even if I haven’t shown it.” She glanced back at him, meeting his eyes before she said quietly, “I’m sorry.”

His smile was gentle, and to her relief, reached his blue-gray eyes, and the little white tan lines at his temples crinkled a bit. He was the most handsome man.

“Let’s get this done. Palms flat on the cushions, feet apart,” he repeated.

When she was in position, his hand slid along her back, over the curves of her bottom and down her thighs to her hem, which hit just above the knee when standing. An appropriate length for work, in this pose, it had risen to mid-thigh. He tugged it upward, over her behind to her waist. His hand slid over her panties.

“Pink lace, very nice,” was his barely audible murmur, which made her wonder if he meant to say it aloud.

She had no question his next action was deliberate. Hooking his fingers into the waistband, he peeled her panties over the curves of her bottom, baring everything. He lowered them to just above her knees, which was as far as they would go with her legs spread.

Warm and light, his fingers trailed over her cheeks, the barest touch making her skin tingle and sending a jolt of arousal straight to her clit. Too soon, it was gone only to return, swift and sure, as the flat of his hand connected with her right cheek. Just as quick, another landed sharply on her left side. In a staccato rhythm, he laid down a good, even dozen. Moving from side to side, up and down, and all around, his big hand covered considerable territory in every swat. Flynn spanked hard, heating her skin to a low burn.

Abruptly, he paused, gently rubbing the areas he’d just set on fire. “You have beautiful skin, imp. Flawless and petal soft, like the roses out front. It blooms to a pretty pink under my hand, which is even more stunning.” He squeezed, massaging her deeply on both sides and across her upper thighs. “You took that well. It seems spanking is like riding a bike.”

“Easier, sir. I haven’t been on a bike in years, and the last time wiped out in a nasty fall.”

“And have been afraid to try again,” he surmised. “There’s an old tandem bicycle in the garage we’ll have to try. It belonged to my gran and gramps. How does a ride along the bay, or the Pacific at sunset sound?” He ran his fingers over the crest of both cheeks, sending delicious chills up her spine. “Could you put your fears aside and try again with me steering?”

She couldn’t be sure if he was still talking about the bike or being with him as his submissive, so she answered both. “I think I could with you, Flynn.” His fingers flexed, and she was quick to correct her mistake. “I mean I could with you, sir. Sorry. I’m rusty.”

“It seems to be returning.” He patted one cheek affectionately. “I won’t let you fall, Cassie.”

“I’m counting on that, sir.” 

Again, were they discussing bikes or D/s? She breathed out, trying to control her skyrocketing pulse and the need coursing through her veins, impossible though it was.

“I’m at a disadvantage without a limit list. No doubt you’ve been on the receiving end of a hand spanking. What about with a paddle, lash, or a cane?”

“All of them, sir, although, as I mentioned, it’s been a while.”

His hand left her, and the blinds on the window swayed, tapping against the glass. Glancing up, she gulped another deep breath of air, part dread, part excitement, as she watched him remove the tilt wind from the hook on the top rail.

“With me, you’ll learn the harshest punishments come when you place yourself in danger. Otherwise, making you tremble with desire and beg for release is what I enjoy, however that happens. Nonetheless, when a lesson is earned, I expect it to be remembered and if the situation arises again, for it to inspire a different choice. Do you understand?”

“I do, sir, and won’t run off like that again. I promise.”

“Six strokes should prevent memory lapses.”

A whoosh through the air preceded a line of fire exploding across both cheeks. She hissed, breathing through the pain as she’d been trained to long ago. After a brief pause, another followed a fraction of an inch lower but as fiery hot as the first. Two more came at constant intervals. Tears stung her eyes, and a small whimper accompanied each one, but neither swayed him from continuing.

“Put your cheek on the cushion and come up on your toes. These last two go on your upper thighs. They’ll be a reminder of this lesson each time you sit for the next day or so.”

She obeyed, not sure what tiptoes had to do with anything, until the wand came zipping down yet again, connecting with precision on the crease between her ass and thighs.

“Sir!” she cried.

“One more, Cassie. Take your punishment for me like a good girl.”

Her fingers curled into the seat cushion as she steeled herself for the last stroke. When it came, it burned like the five before it. Except across the uppermost aspect of her tender thighs, it blazed even hotter. Unable to hold still, she came off her toes, standing, as her hands flew back to her bottom. And she did a little dance, providing her own music in a wail of “oohs” and “ahs.”

Setting the wand aside, Flynn gathered her in his arms. He lifted her and took her place on the window seat, curling her toward him on her hip as he settled her on his lap, his broad hand caressing her fiery skin. She clung to his shoulders as he held her against his chest, rocking her while his lips brushed her temple.

“It’s over, imp. Let’s not have to repeat it, all right?”

“Yes, sir.” Her response came out muffled with her face in his collar. “I’d prefer that as well.”

He chuckled softly, moving his kiss to her forehead. “We’ve talked, you’ve had a sample of my style of discipline, next will be your decision.”

Her head fell back and she gazed up at his strikingly handsome face, knowing her answer already. “Flynn, I—”

“Not now, when emotions are high.”

“But—”

He laid a finger across her lips, stopping the words ready to spill out. “If you choose me, come to the club this Saturday at eight o’clock. Wear the same outfit as the last time, and we’ll start fresh. I’ll personally show you all Decadence LA offers. I’ll reserve one of the upstairs apartments. Be prepared to spend the night.” He traced her lower lip with his thumb before he went on. “If, on the other hand, you decide I’m not the dominant you want; I’ll accept it and will work with Colt to identify someone you do. From there, we’ll go back to being co-workers, perhaps fellow club members if you decide to join, and friends who share lunch every other Friday. No hard feelings.”

“If I decide no, do you really think we’ll be able to go back to the way we were?”

“I didn’t say it would be easy, but I care for you, and I don’t want to lose what we have.”

With a crooked finger, he nudged her chin up, the touch of his lips on hers creating a delicious sensation she didn’t want to end. Her arms slid around his neck, seeking more, but he pulled away.

“No. We can’t let kisses or the intimacy of a spanking and aftercare interfere with your decision. No pressure, Cassie. I want you to do what is right for you and insist you take the week to consider it. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, the strain of disappointment in her voice of a sexually frustrated nature. “But I have to say, I don’t like it.”

His face was so near she could see the individual flecks or gray and blue in his irises. They had again turned shimmery, like liquid silver, which she now associated with his more intense emotions, both anger and desire. One finger trailed down the line of her jaw before setting her on her feet. He eased her panties into place and smoothed her skirt over her warm, still-smarting behind.

“Now then, dinner. What do you feel like?” Flynn asked while standing and turning her toward the door. He moved them forward, his arm curled around her shoulders as in the past. “Italian, Mexican, Chinese, or a burger? Name your poison.”

“A burger sounds good, but I need to use the powder room before we go.”

In the hall, he motioned to the next door.

She scurried out from under his arm and was just closing the door when his hand came up to stop it. “I almost forgot one other rule: no touching.”

Her eyes went wide. She couldn’t have heard right. “What?”

“No touching yourself and getting off. If you come to me at the end of the week, I’ll want you as hungry as I am.”

A wave of unadulterated pleasure swept through her at the notion he could be even half as aroused by their spanking session as she was. She leaned weakly against the doorjamb as she clarified, “Does that mean you are going to, um, abstain, as well?”

“Yes. Not doing so would be rather unfair, don’t you think?”

She took a step forward then another, rejoining him in the hall.

His eyes flicked over her shoulder. “I thought you needed the powder room?”

She flushed; the purpose of going now moot. “I don’t have to anymore.”

While gazing down at her for a moment, his eyes flashed with understanding. Then, in a sudden change in plan, he pulled her into the circle of his arms and hauled her up on her toes, his lips a scant distance above her own. 

“Fuck interference. Consider this while you decide.”

Flynn crushed her to him, his mouth smothering hers with demanding intensity. As his enveloping embrace molded her curves to the hard contours of his body, she felt the hard proof of his desire against her belly. Besides the heady caress of his tongue slipping inside to tangle with her own, it left her head spinning.

She wanted him more than anything and would have told him how much she wanted to be his submissive and was more than ready to come to him willingly, whether to his caring, tender touch or the stern, stinging bite of his displeasure. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him how much she wanted to be his in every way, but she held back. Since he seemed adamant about this week-long contemplation period and her butt stung enough already, she didn’t want to test him. There was also some reticence on her part, considering her past disappointments, although none of the men who came before had been anything like Flynn Dalton.

The kiss went on while she clung to his shoulders, opening wide to his possession, yielding to the demand of his lips and tongue, which sent shivers of desire racing through her. Then, as quickly as it had begun, it ended, and with them both breathing hard, he set her away from him.

“You make me forget my good intentions. In the truck with you, imp, and onto Nicky Rottens. Instead of having you, I’ll sublimate my need with a beer and a peppercorn burger with Swiss. Well done.”

With food, the last thing she was hungry for, she made that clear as her hands slid over the contoured muscles of his chest. “A week is longer than you think, sir. What if I sleep on it and give you my answer in the morning?”

“With an instructor out, I won’t have time in the morning, or for the rest of the week. And I want you to think long and hard about this decision, Cassie. We’ll wait.” He took her by the shoulders next, and sent her into the bathroom, adding a swat to her backside when she dragged her feet. “Go splash some water on your face and cool off. And while you’re in there, lose the dreamy-eyed look, or I’ll never make it until tomorrow, let alone Saturday.”

She gazed at him over her shoulder as she went, thinking that wouldn’t hurt her feelings at all.

“Yep,” he groaned, “that’s the look.” 

With a scowl, he reached in and firmly shut the door.

She gaped at it for a moment then unable to stop herself, she giggled. But the joke was on her because it was going to be a trying, unfulfilled, long-ass week for both of them. 
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Chapter 11
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Cassie’s prediction came true in the five interminable days and six excruciating nights that followed. The week dragged on as though it were a month. With Flynn covering someone else’s rotation, she didn’t know if it made it better or worse that she didn’t see him. By the time Saturday arrived, she was wired, and annoyed, he’d put them through this needless torture when he could have had her in his arms, and his bed, every night since Monday.

He wanted to give her time to make a lucid decision. Ha! 

The only thing she could think about was his hands on her bare bottom, the taste of his kisses, and the very hard, very long length of him pressed against her belly. And his no-getting-herself-off rule hadn’t promoted clear, lucid thinking. On the contrary! She couldn’t focus on anything except seeing him, and how, if it didn’t happen soon, she would explode like a firecracker with a short fuse.

At the end of the utterly frustrating week, she once again found herself squirming in the backseat of Colt’s Dodge Charger and fussing with her indecently short skirt as they made their way north to LA.

“Shouldn’t we be there by now? How much longer?” she barked abruptly, as though her friend was her chauffeur.

“Since I said thirty minutes ten minutes ago, and twenty-five, five minutes after that, you finish the countdown, math whiz.”

Her head snapped up. Seeing her friend staring at her wide-eyed from the front seat while Colt frowned at her in the rearview mirror with waning tolerance, she realized how much she sounded like an ungracious, demanding brat.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“You’re as wound up as a kid going on vacation,” Jules said with an understanding smile. “But you don’t need to apologize for being excited. I am, too, for you.”

“As am I, squirt,” Colt conceded. “I’m going ten over already to get you there in plenty of time.”

Her eyes homed in on the clock on the dash then flicked to the speedometer. “Good grief, don’t get a ticket and make us late. Flynn will think I’m not coming. Slow down!”

Colt growled as he eased off the gas, shooting a laser-sharp glare at her in the mirror, equal parts impatience and amusement. He glanced at his wife. “If the commander doesn’t paddle her ass tonight, I swear I’m going to because she’s driving me nuts.”

Jules stroked his arm gently. “She’s in love, babe. Remember how crazy we were when we first met?”

His hand covered hers, and with their fingers intertwined, he raised it to his lips. As he brushed her knuckles with a kiss, the look he sent her friend was so warm, it melted Cassie’s heart. That’s what she wanted with Flynn, and she was twenty minutes away from making it happen.

***
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He checked his watch for the tenth time in as many minutes, glaring at the damn thing as if it were responsible for time creeping by. It had been this way all week. He couldn’t count the times he’d grabbed his keys and was halfway to the door, on his way to her, before stopping himself. Distance brought clarity, he reminded himself, and he wanted her to be damn sure that he was what she wanted. They had too much riding on this to rush in, and because once he claimed her, he wasn’t letting her go.

On edge, he’d been extra tough on his men, joining them for many of the endurance drills not only to burn off frustrated energy but to end their bitching. He’d proven even at his age, which was almost twice some of theirs, he could cut it and wasn’t asking more out of them than he could do himself. Still, he’d had three candidates ring the bell, unable to take another day in the grinder. It wasn’t unexpected and probably for the best. If they couldn’t hack it now, they’d never survive hell week and its twenty-hour training days.

To Flynn, the past six days, while constantly wondering how Cassie would decide, had been an emotional hell week. He’d questioned the punishment he’d given her innumerable times, but it had served many purposes. He wanted to give her a sample of the dom she could expect. The caning, mild though it was, revealed his disciplinarian side and illustrated how her risky behavior over the past weekend would not fly with him—ever. 

The kisses and the gentle touches they’d shared were intended to counteract the discomfort and show being with him wouldn’t be entirely about disapproval and discipline. That she seemed truly disappointed when he didn’t carry the scene out to its natural conclusion gave him hope she’d say yes with her attendance tonight.

If she belonged to him already, he would have taken her there on the window seat while her bottom still sizzled with heat. Then on the couch, over his desk, and against the wall, with her hands pinned above her head in one of his own. He would have loved to have her trembling and at his mercy as he teased and tormented her luscious body until she was begging him to fuck her. Those images had caused him many sleepless nights—not only during the past week.

Shutting it down when she wanted him had been one of the toughest things he’d ever done, and for a SEAL that was saying something. He’d suffered for it because his hard-on had gone unabated, not entirely, despite the brutal pace he’d set for his men. He’d fallen into bed each night exhausted, but even in sleep, his dick stayed hard, like it was now, waiting at the bar, consumed with thoughts of her.

Choosing a spot with a clear view of the entrance, with each passing sweep of the second hand, he got increasingly tense. He knew it showed on his face when most of the other club members gave him a wide berth. Those unobservant few who got too close picked up on the waves of his mounting impatience and made a hasty retreat.

“Quit scowling, man. You’re scaring the members and costing me bar business.” Flynn didn’t so much as blink at Eric’s comment, his eyes remaining glued to the door. “You don’t honestly think she’ll refuse you and not show, do you?”

“No,” he said shortly, confident Cassie would make the right decision for them both. Nonetheless, in the back of his mind, the tiniest fraction of nagging doubt remained.

“Have a bourbon while you wait, at least. It may not remove the glower from your ugly mug, but it might lessen it enough so the subs aren’t afraid to fetch their doms a damn beer.”

Flynn didn’t object when his friend raised his hand and signaled to Samson.

“Don’t worry, Commander.”

The softly spoken words got his attention despite the blaring music and the chattering, boisterous crowd. He turned to find Valerie, Eric’s subbie wife, gazing up at him with a smile. He’d been so obsessed with watching the front door, he hadn’t even noticed her presence. 

“I saw the two of you dancing last Saturday. She was wearing a mask, but there was no mistaking the way she looked at you or how she melted in your arms. You weren’t wearing one, which means Cassie knew it was you from the beginning. She’ll be here.”

As if on cue, the doors opened. The bright-red wig and prim white shirt were hard to miss in the sea of pervasive black fetish wear. He stood, positioning himself so he could see all of her, from twin braids to the short skirt, and the fuck-me shoes that screamed anything but innocent schoolgirl. 

He grinned, well pleased. She’d done as he asked, coming to him exactly as she was that night.

“You’ve got an eerie sense of prophecy, love.” This came from Eric, who looked on with his arm around Val’s waist. “Now the question is, will the commander make her come to him or meet her halfway?”

He didn’t have to wait long for an answer. Flynn stepped forward, his eyes not leaving Cassie as he watched her scan the room. When she spotted him, her shoulders slumped visibly, and he realized she’d been as anxious about this meeting as he was. Immediately, she started in his direction.

“In this crowd,” he told his companions, “waiting for her to come to me might take all night. I’m usually a patient man, but I burned through it all these last six days. I’m going to claim what is mine.”

With his eyes on her, he didn’t look before he surged ahead, which was unfortunate. So was the near-disastrous collision he had with the waitress who had the misfortune of passing by at that precise moment with a full tray of drinks. The young woman took the brunt of it, bouncing off Flynn’s hard, unyielding frame, which eclipsed hers in both momentum and sheer mass. 

She staggered, and he reached out on reflex, steadying her with his hands on her waist. Somehow, she saved the teetering tray of sloshing glasses while she apologized. But he dismissed her, his mind circling back to Cassie as soon as Eric stepped in to calm his flustered employee. Not generally rude, he would have accepted the blame and stayed to ensure she was all right, but Flynn had a more urgent mission.

Glancing up, he searched for Cassie, who was no longer at the front doors. It took a moment, but he spotted the top of her bright head in the crowd.

“What the fuck?” he growled the next moment when bodies shifted. Another dom had stopped her and had his hand on her arm. From across the room, he could see the hold wasn’t gentle.

“What’s wrong?” Eric asked, instantly switching his focus and stepping up beside him.

“That bastard Charles has his hands on her. So help me, if he causes her to bolt again, I’ll break him in two.”

As he rushed into the crowd, he heard his friend’s drawled request. “Try not to get his blood on the floor, will you, Flynn? The grout in the tile costs a fortune to clean.”

***
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Further testing Colt’s patience, Cassie had hopped out of the car before it fully stopped. Making matters worse, she rushed up the steps and into the lobby without an escort. But she’d waited long enough to see Flynn, and now that she was finally here, she refused to waste another precious minute.

Check-in delayed things with the scantily clad woman in reception unsure about allowing a guest in without a member. One of the security guards helped find her name on a guest list, and without too much fuss, had waved her through without making her wait for Colt and Jules who were still parking.

She rushed through the same doors where only a week earlier she’d fled, as Flynn had said, like her ass was on fire, then found herself at a standstill. Though not as busy as the last time, the bar area was standing room only. Anxiously scanning for him in the mass of wall-to-wall bodies, in seconds she spotted his dark-blond head by the bar on the opposite side of the room and added easily picked out in a crowd to her growing list of things she liked about Flynn.

With his height advantage, he had already noticed her arrival and was watching her. Their eyes met, and he lifted his chin, a cool acknowledgment of her presence. Cool as in badass, not indifferent, thankfully. 

She smiled, and her chest felt like it might burst with happiness when, even from across the dimly lit room, she saw his face soften. 

Excited, and not caring at all if she appeared overeager—which she so was—Cassie started forward. She hadn’t gotten more than a few steps before a man stepped into her path.

“I see the cunt has returned for more cock-teasing games.”

Startled by the scathing tone and vulgar words, her head snapped up. It was Elbow Patches. His lips twisted into a sneer as he glared at her. Where she had thought him of average attractiveness before, his hostility made him slide several notches down the ladder to subpar. Maybe it was time to get her eyes examined.

His anger was unjustified. She had never meant to lead him on, and hadn’t, not really. Too busy staring at her boobs, and spouting off at the mouth, he neglected to ask if she was interested, and took a ribbon without invitation. Thus, it was his ego at fault. But by unmasking her, he’d unwittingly started the ball rolling with Flynn. She supposed she should thank him, or at least try to appease him with an apology.

“I’m sorry if I gave the impression—”

“As you should be.” His eyes dipped down her body, lingering on her throat, then they shifted behind her. “Since you’re still available, you can make it up to me tonight.”

Without waiting for a response, his fingers curled around her arm, biting painfully into her soft flesh. He hauled her deeper into the room, moving away from Flynn at the bar and toward the dungeon. Oblivious to her struggles, or simply ignoring them, he began outlining his plans for her.

“Be prepared for a thorough session with my lash. No less than fifty strokes. If you resist or complain too much, the count will double. Afterward, you’ll suck my cock. If you’re proficient and dutifully submissive, I might allow you to find release. We’ll see how cooperative you are first.”

“Stop. I didn’t say I’d go anywhere with you.”

“I wasn’t giving you the option. Cock-teasing subs like you shouldn’t be allowed to decide for themselves.”

“Let me go!” Unable to pull free—the man was stronger than he looked—she dug in her heels. “Do other subs like this jackass-dom routine you’ve got going on?”

“That mouth of yours has earned you the cane after the lash. Push it, and I’ll add a round with the short tail for good measure.”

When he didn’t stop at the stairs and began dragging her up them, Cassie panicked. She inhaled, ready to shout “red,” when, in a blur, a large body moved in from the side and jerked the insufferable asshole away from her.

The awful sound of flesh hitting flesh and the crunch of bone preceded Charles’ body going airborne. It all happened so fast she doubted her eyes until he landed with a crash on an unoccupied table about fifteen feet away. When he came to a stop among broken bits of splintered wood, he slumped to the floor, holding his bloody nose and groaning.

Stunned and unsure how it happened, she looked from his whimpering, flaccid form to the man stalking past her. It was Flynn; he was furious and clearly not finished. He bent and lifted his bloody and battered target up by his shirt collar, not stopping until the man dangled a good six inches off the floor.

“Touch her again, asshole,” he snarled in his face. “And I’ll separate your head from your fucking neck. Got me?”

The kicking, struggling man couldn’t answer, squeaking as he gasped for air, his face turning a dark shade of scarlet.

“Don’t kill him, Flynn,” Eric requested as he arrived, not appearing concerned in the least. “You can do me the favor of tossing him out the front door, however. I’ve decided I’ve had enough of his ineptness and am canceling his membership.”

The next instant, Charles was a wheezing, pathetic pile on the floor.

“Sorry,” Flynn replied, not even winded as he dusted off his hands. “I don’t shovel shit. Haven’t since basic twenty years ago.”

Eric laughed, patently amused, as he signaled to someone nearby. Two other doms, both wearing orange dungeon monitor armbands, closed in, grabbed him under the arms, and assisted the whining, protesting former club member to the lobby.

“Pathetic worm. I’ll have to review his application to see how he slithered through our screening process,” the master dom grumbled in disgust.

Focused on more important matters, Flynn was in front of her, running his hands gently up her arms, his eyes searching her face. “Did he hurt you, Cassie?”

“No, but the man is a nuisance that can’t take no for an answer.”

“Next time scream red before it gets that far.” This came from Colt, who stood behind them with Jules on his arm. “Better yet, wait until I stop the car so I can accompany you inside and we can avoid this kind of scene.”

“No need, Jameson,” Flynn assured him. “There won’t be a next time. I’ll see to her from here on out.” Then, his hand came to her chin, and he tilted her face up to his. “You’ve made your decision.”

It was a statement, not a question. Gazing into his silvery eyes, she nodded; then, to prove how certain she was, sank gracefully to her knees at his feet. The crowd surrounding them murmured in approval.

She put her hands behind her back in a pose she’d learned nearly a decade ago and bowed her head. “Please, sir, I want nothing more than to be your submissive. This week of missing you while needing you so badly has proven to me how much.”

“Look at me, imp.”

When she angled her head back, she found his face near. He bent low to reach for her, but instead of helping her stand as she expected, he pulled off her wig. Searching fingers found the tie to her ponytail in back and slid it free; then they combed through the thick waves as her hair tumbled loosely around her shoulders.

“I prefer the blonde,” he said, in a husky growl. “And I accept your submission. From this moment on, you are mine.”

His lips on hers were warm, his tongue insistent as it demanded entry and slipped inside to possess her. As the onlookers applauded, some cheering, he lifted her to her feet. Without breaking contact, he scooped her up and cradled her to his chest, the entire time continuing the deep, ardent kiss. Cassie’s arms encircled his neck, clinging to him as she surrendered all.

Long moments passed before his head came up, his gaze searing into hers with unbridled passion. “I’ve got to have you. I can’t wait any longer.”

“Yes, please,” she breathed, more than ready.

Those within earshot chuckled as Flynn took the stairs to the dungeon two at a time.

“Room six is open, bud,” Eric called after him. “Val had a feeling, so I had it reserved.”

Flynn acknowledged him with a chin lift right before he strode through the double doors held open by two other helpful club members.

As he crossed the main playroom floor with a purpose, Cassie’s head turned, trying to take in everything about the infamous Decadence LA dungeon. But Flynn was moving too fast, dodging others, and winding around stations filled with bondage equipment, some of which she’d never seen before. Like the gigantic wheel with the man strapped to it in four-point restraints, or the odd black leather sawhorse.

A submissive straddled it naked, her arms behind her back, legs shackled to the legs. She was sweating and moaning, clearly enjoying more than the flogging her master was giving her because she was grinding her hips against the rounded top. Something else was happening. Then she raised her hips, and Cassie saw she was riding a dildo affixed to the horse as well.

Her mouth dropped open, and she knew her eyes had to be as round as saucers. “I’ve never seen a club like this before,” she breathed in amazement.

Still on the move, Flynn’s long legs ate up the cavernous expanse of the room in only a few seconds. When he reached a set of stairs on the far wall, he began climbing.

“You’ll get your tour later,” he promised gruffly. “After I’ve fucked you until you can’t see straight.”

She liked the sound of that and promptly forgot the spectacle below them. Her hand slipped up to his firm jaw. “Maybe we should postpone the tour until the morning after I’ve recovered. I’d hate to miss anything now that I’m here.”

He turned his head and pressed a kiss into her palm. “Let’s make that tomorrow afternoon. The club is closed on Sunday. Maybe by then, I’ll have satisfied my hunger enough to let you out of bed. I’ve waited for you too long.”

“I want you, too, Flynn. I have from the first moment I saw you.”

They had arrived at room number six. When he set her down, crushing her between his body and the door, he claimed her mouth with a ravenous need, as though he would consume her on the spot. Flynn’s long fingers found the hem of her skirt and tugged it up to her waist. As his hands dove inside her ruffled panties and palmed both cheeks, he slid her upward until her feet left the floor, and with his hips aligned with hers, ground the hard length of his cock against the damp strip of cotton between her thighs.

“Reach back and open the door. I need a bed, or some other flat horizontal surface, before I take you here and now.”

Fumbling behind her, she found the knob and turned it. Their combined weight sent the door slamming inward. He twisted his body and stopped the rebounding panel from colliding with her back as he carried her inside, kicking it closed with his heel. He barely scanned the room—a traditional classroom—and moved past four small student desks to the massive mahogany one sitting prominently up front beside an old-fashioned chalkboard. Once he draped her over the top, he peeled her panties down her legs.

Bare to him, she blushed, but he didn’t allow her to dwell on it long. Instead, his warm hands slid to the backs of her thighs and spread them. He bent her knees to her chest and his hot tongue licked through the folds of her drenched pussy, making her tremble. When he moved up to her clit, lashing and circling it greedily with his tongue, he ordered gruffly, “Hold your legs open for me, baby. I need my hands free.”

She curled her fingers around the backs of her knees, keeping them in place. Like when he started, Flynn’s mouth kept busy, but it got so much better with his thumbs available to spread her open, giving him access to every slick inch.

“So damn sweet,” he groaned, his words sending vibrations along and inside her pussy, further stimulating the already sensitized nerve endings. “Just as I knew you would be.”

After the long week of anticipation and self-denial, she felt her climax within reach.

“I can’t wait.”

“I don’t want you to,” he demanded against her wetness. “Come for me, baby. I can’t wait to watch.”

His permission given, her orgasm slammed through her, causing her back to bow and her legs to tense. Hands on her inner thighs held her still as Flynn doubled down, licking and sucking harder, drawing out every quiver and convulsive shudder. Cassie cried out yet again when a second wave of pleasure washed over her.

He continued lapping and savoring, although only for a moment. Then he rose, towering over her as his hands ripped at the buttons of his pants. He fished out a condom from his pocket and ripped it open with his teeth. In an instant, they were protected, and Flynn was penetrating her drenched heat. 

“I’m clean,” she said as he pressed into her.

“We’ll deal with that soon. I’ve got to have you right now.”

It had been a while for her, and Flynn was well-endowed. He stretched and filled her, connecting with nerve endings that had been dormant for some time. With his cock embedded so deep, it stirred other nerves she didn’t know she had. As he plunged in fast and withdrew slowly, she felt the pressure building again.

“Flynn...”

“I know, baby, but I want you to wait for me this time. You’re wet and so damn tight; I want to feel you squeeze around me when I come inside you.”

“It feels too good; I don’t know if I can.” Cassie paused for a gulp of breath as he picked up the pace and tried again. “I’ve waited for you for what seems like forever.”

“Aw, hell,” he bit out with a growl, driving into her harder. “We’ll do slow next time. Or on the third or fourth, go-round.” His hand slipped between them, and his thumb found her clit, ensuring she kept pace. “I love your pussy. So sweet and unbelievably snug. When I go ungloved, I won’t be able to get enough.”

Flynn leaned forward, his torso pushing her knees near her shoulders. She squeaked as he went deeper than she thought possible, but she didn’t complain, greedily taking everything he gave her. As he pumped his hips, spurring her toward another incredible climax, she watched his eyes, often gray, sometimes blue, but always ever changing. Right now, they were like quicksilver and so near, she could see in them how consumed he was by passion.

With an ardent groan, his mouth sealed over hers. It took only that to have her coming again. As she convulsed around his driving cock, squeezing him, and finding her pleasure, she took him with her, his release coinciding with her own.

His loud, raspy shout drowned out her breathy sighs of delight as they came together. For long moments, they clung to one another, savoring the climactic release.

Resting above her, propped on his elbows, keeping his weight from crushing her, his head came up. She whimpered in disappointment when he rose above her, but he only released her legs so they could settle more comfortably around his hips then returned to her arms.

Neither moved, bodies still joined until their breathing returned to normal. Of course, Flynn with his BUD/s instructor-conditioned body, recovered first.

“I would have preferred a soft bed for our first time.”

She laughed softly. “You mean like the one over there?”

His head turned, and he looked where she pointed.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

“You’ve never been in here before?”

“Nope.” He looked down at her with a grin. “You are my one and only teacher’s pet.”

“I like that.”

Without separating from her, he scooped her up and crossed to the bed on the far wall, in shadows compared to the well-lit classroom.

“I guess it’s here for nap time,” she suggested, giggling when he dropped her upper body, only a few inches but enough to make her bounce on the soft mattress. He settled over her, still semihard inside her. She wiggled beneath him, her inner muscles squeezing him tight.

“You can forget about napping; I’m far from done with you. Ready for round two?”

“Yes, although it seems a shame to be in this huge, well-equipped sex club and do it missionary style on a bed.”

His deep rumbling laugh filled the room. “Bored with me already?”

“Oh, no... I didn’t mean—”

He bent his head, stopping her lips with a kiss. “I’m teasing, Cassie. But let me see if I can spice things up a bit.”

He reached above her and, in a blink, had cuffs around her wrists, and her arms restrained to a single point in the headboard. Next, he pulled out and flipped her onto her belly. With his hands on her hips, he raised her up on her knees.

When he moved away, and she heard another wrapper crinkle, she protested again, but he patted an ass cheek as he crawled into place behind her.

“Always gloved; it’s a club rule.”

“Oh.” Her disappointment was audible.

“That doesn’t apply to the apartments upstairs, however.”

“Can we go there?”

The warmth of his laughter brushed her shoulder. “Not a condom fan, I see. You’ll get me ungloved soon enough. After I’ve had my fill of you here, we’ll head up to where we’re spending the night.”

Ah, something to look forward to.

He surprised her by standing her on her feet. With her wrists bound, this bent her body into an inverted V and left her pussy and bottom vulnerable to whatever he had planned.

It involved more of his mouth, which got busy right away. More slowly than the first time, he teased and licked her already sensitive and swollen flesh, which was still recovering from two orgasms, three if she counted the twofer. But his attention soon roused her again. 

When she was writhing before him, Flynn’s agile tongue flicked and swirled around her clit then slid up to her tender opening and dove inside. Next, he shifted, gliding higher as he spread her ass cheeks and lapped at her naughty hole.

“Would this be new to you, baby?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve never...”

“Mmm... We’ll have to take care of that because I’m claiming you, Cassie, all of you. Once I’m finished, you’ll know without a doubt every square inch of your body, each dip and gorgeous curve, and every fuckable hole belongs to me.”

His tongue wetted her puckered skin, probing gently with the tip. Then his fingers joined in, slipping into her drenched channel first, before one then another, stretched her virgin ass. It was tight, felt wicked, and intensely erotic. She felt herself nearing climax once more.

“You’re going to make me come again, sir.”

“Control it, imp, until I plant my cock deep.”

“I don’t know that I can.”

His hand came down sharply on each cheek. The spanks sent ripples of sensation and heat to her already aching center, not helping her situation at all.

“Try hard for me, Cassie.”

“Yes, sir.”

His tongue slowly circled her clit in time to his two-fingered thrusts, and when she moaned helplessly at the unrivaled pleasure, he added a third.

“Please, anymore, and I’ll come,” she cried.

“No, you won’t. Not until I’m ready for you, too. Understand?”

“Yes,” she groaned, although she wasn’t at all convincing.

Her legs were shaking from the control she was exerting when he lowered her to her knees and knelt between her feet. She felt his hand on her bottom as he guided his cock to her untried opening. Steadying her with a hand splayed over the small of her back, the broad, smooth tip entered her. Unhurried, he eased his cock inside her.

She made a little squeaking noise as the air caught in her throat, and she felt a pinch as her muscles stretched to accommodate him.

“Breathe,” he ordered in a low, husky tone. “Holding it makes you tense up. Inhale deep and blow out slowly. It will help you relax and take me.”

Doing as he said, she sucked in a long gulp of air and blew it out. When she did, he moved inside farther. Now seated enough not to need his hands, he slid one around in front and found her clit. As he circled it and rubbed steadily, she continued to breathe like he instructed, and he sank in more. With care, he took his time until she felt the warmth of him against the backs of her thighs, and her bottom.

Flynn released her from the headboard, but he didn’t uncuff her. He pulled her up, and with her back to his front, lifted her arms over his head and hooked them behind his neck. With her bound to him now, he began to move, his hand working her pussy in front while his cock glided steady and deep in her ass. He still had one hand free and slid it up to palm one breast, while his thumb and forefinger rolled her nipple.

“Mmm, Flynn,” she moaned. “I’m scary full, but it feels really good.”

He pinched, tugging on the tip firmly while his other hand slipped farther between her thighs. Then, with the thumb on her clit busily thrumming, he plunged two fingers into her pussy without ever breaking the rhythm.

“You feel more than good,” he murmured huskily in her ear. “Snug, and warm and gripping my cock, your ass is incredible. And, while I like hearing you moan and whisper my name, we’re at the club. I expect to hear, sir. Master or commander will do nicely as well.” His mouth opened on her neck and he licked his way up to her ear. “Let me hear you say it, Cassie.”

“Commander,” she replied, panting as his unrelenting hands and slow pumping propelled her toward another climax.

“Very nice,” he growled as he sucked on her earlobe, nipping it with his teeth. “How’s this, imp? Still bored?”

“No, never.” She bent her head to the side, offering him complete access. “Any more spice, and I’ll be a blob of quivering jelly on the sheets.”

“We’ll need to build your endurance. Because this is only round two and I’ve got more planned for you tonight.”

“It’s round three for me, four with the double orgasm, but yes, please, and thank you, sir.”

“I aim to please you until you come screaming, sweet Cassie. Would you like that?”

“You mean more than you already have? That much pleasure might kill me, but I’m willing to give it the old college try.”

He tweaked a nipple. When she yelped, he gave it a firm pinch as he gently chided, “You’re a sassy imp tonight. And here I am out of hands.” He moved to the other breast and rolled and pinched its hard peak.

“Sorry, sir. I’ll be good, just don’t stop.”

“Now, what would be the fun of that?”

His hand left her breast and slid up to her jaw, turning her head until he held her gaze. With his prodigious cock penetrating deeper, and the hand between her thighs working her pussy faster, particularly his tireless thumb on her clit, he waited until a keening moan of need rose from her throat. Only then, with his lips barely brushing hers, did her commander speak the words she’d been waiting for. 

“You may come now, baby.”

When she let go, he kissed her, his tongue delving deep, his mouth absorbing her bliss-filled cries. She came hard, her pussy and ass clenching tight around his fingers and cock, both passages spasming as wave after wave of pleasure swept through her.

A throaty rumble sounded in her ear as Flynn continued to stroke into her, deep and deliberate for several more thrusts. She could tell he was close when he buried his face in her hair. Then his arms flexed around her tightly as he also found ecstasy’s peak and followed her into a glorious, body-shaking release.

After every twitch and tremor had subsided in them both, he undid the quick release on her cuffs and eased her onto the pillows. Taking care of the condom in the bathroom she hadn’t noticed, he returned shortly. The bed shifted beneath his weight as he spooned her from behind.

“I’m glad I was there to pull a half-drowned waif from the frigid surf late last summer,” he murmured between kisses along her shoulder. “And that we straightened the age difference out.”

“I’m glad you were the big, strong, handsome hero who came to my rescue, even though you threatened to spank my behind first and ask questions later. That we were complete strangers but had so much in common must have been fate.”

“Must have been,” he breathed into her hair, his arms flexing around her, and drawing her in tight. “You don’t know how badly I wanted to turn you over my knee, peel down those skimpy shorts, and teach you the error of your ways.”

“And I was hoping you would. We’re perfect for each other, but it seems too good to be true. Pinch me, Flynn, so I know this isn’t a dream.” His hand slid up and curled around her breast, his thumb first flicking then his fingers slowly rolling the over-sensitized tip. “I think I’ve done plenty of that already. If you still don’t believe, let me recover for a moment, and I’ll take you upstairs. There is one more hole I haven’t claimed.”

She snuggled back against him. The notion of pleasuring him with her mouth the way he had done her, made her smile. Although her body still hummed from coming four times already, she was eager to even the score. A brief respite, while cuddled in his arms, wasn’t something she would object to, however. Closing her eyes, she relaxed into him, for the first time in her adult life feeling complete, and realizing what she’d been missing all along.

It was Flynn. He made her whole, and though she’d fought it, filled with insecurities and self-doubt, she should have felt their connection. It had been there all along in his tender care of her and his protectiveness. Knowing that he’d fought the attraction as much as she had, she recalled all the soft smiles and frequent touches, which she now knew stemmed from desire rather than brotherly affection. How could they have been so dense? 

“We couldn’t see what was right in front of us,” she whispered aloud. “We wasted so much time.”

“Hush, imp. No regrets. Our eyes are wide open now, and there’s only a bright future ahead of us.”
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Chapter 12
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After allowing her a brief nap, Flynn gently wrapped Cassie in one of the club’s luxurious ultra-soft robes. Cashmere was his guess from the way she snuggled into it with a contented sigh. The club’s owners spared no expense in providing amenities, and the hefty membership fees were well worth it, especially now that he had Cassie to share it with.

With her warm and cozy, and covered from chin to ankles, he scooped her up in his arms. She didn’t stir or make a sound, except for her gentle breathing as he carried her. Flynn flipped the sign on the door to “needs cleaning,” before he made his way down the dimly lit corridor and up the rear staircase to the third floor, where the owners’ private apartments were located. 

He passed seven, before entering the largest at the far end. It belonged to Eric, who rarely used it since moving to Long Beach with Val. He smiled when he saw a bottle of champagne chilling in a bucket of ice on the bar. 

“Cassie,” he whispered, not wanting to startle her. “It’s time to wake up. We need to bathe before bed, and our friends have left a surprise for us.” Setting his sleepy new sub on her feet, he grabbed the champagne and two glasses in one hand while guiding her into the bathroom with the other. 

Seeing her sway, he propped her against the wall while filling the tub. As steam heated the room, he gathered several thick, thirsty towels and laid them nearby then turned his attention to the vanity and the array of bath soaps in various scents. He selected the eucalyptus mint, its refreshing scent filling his nostrils without overpowering his senses. Also, because it was the only one that wouldn’t leave him smelling like a flower or a fruit salad. After starting the Jacuzzi jets, he squeezed a generous amount into the churning water then turned his attention back to Cassie.

“Come on, imp. Into the tub,” he said as he stripped off her robe.

“Okay, Flynn,” she mumbled only half awake.

She looked drowsy and fucking adorable with her cheeks flushed and her hair curling from the steam and their earlier exertions. He ended up lifting her into the tub, not letting go until she sank into the oodles of bubbles up to her rosy-tipped breasts.

She hissed at first, but it soon changed to a throaty groan.

“Is it too hot?” he asked.

“Un-uh,” she purred. “It’s perfect.”

Amused, and eager to join her, he hurried and popped the cork on the champagne then poured them each a glass.

“Scoot forward,” he ordered as he stepped into the steamy, sudsy bath with a full glass in each hand. Although filled to the brim, he managed not to spill a drop as he lowered himself in behind her. His legs grazed her hips and thighs as he extended his much longer ones the length of the big tub. 

He passed her one of the champagne flutes before easing her back against him. “Only one glass for you, or you’ll be nodding off again. And I’m not done with you yet.”

Over her shoulder, he watched as she wrinkled her nose—so fucking cute—but took a sip without protesting.

They soaked, savoring the expensive vintage Eric had provided while enjoying the quiet moment together. When he’d drained his glass, he set it aside and picked up a loofah. Starting at her neck, Flynn bathed her, fascinated with the way the water and bubbles slid over her flawless skin. He squeezed the sponge over her shoulders, sending frothy suds down her chest and over what he could see of her breasts where they peeked above the waterline. 

While rinsing away the foam obscuring his view, he opted for no barriers between him and her beautiful body and switched to using only his hands. He washed her arms, chest, and breasts, lingering on the latter and reveling in the feel of his fingers gliding over the slick globes, bringing each nipple to a hard point. Noticing her breathing had quickened in pace, he moved on, still needing to wash the rest of her before things got out of control.

“Drape your legs over mine.”

Wonderfully compliant, she did as he directed, lounging against him while opening herself up to his touch.

Flynn rubbed his soap-slick hands over her hips, his long arms reaching the length of her legs then gliding back up the insides of her spread thighs. There, he raised his hips, lifting her to the surface. With suds-covered fingers, he gently soaped her pussy, tracing the length of her slit, inside and out. He rinsed and repeated, delving into her heat. Cassie arched into his touch, seeking more. He gave it to her, but only for a minute then withdrew. 

With a pat on her inner thigh, rosy pink from the warm water, he ordered, “Flip over, and I’ll get your back.”

“But, Flynn, I was almost there.”

He squelched a laugh at how disappointed she sounded then brought his hand down, this time for a light spank instead of a pat, right on her pussy. She yelped and slammed her legs together, sitting up in surprise. Her movements sent a wave of soapy water over the edge of the tub. He didn’t scold her because her response trapped his hand between her thighs. Never one to miss an opportunity, he sank two fingers into her pussy, while his thumb found her clit.

“You are rusty, imp. Does the submissive decide how we go about things?”

“No, sir,” she answered, breathing hard.

“That’s right. As the dom, I’m driving this ship. And I’ve decided there’ll be no more coming tonight without permission.” He removed his hand. “Now flip over so I can finish.” 

He relieved her of her glass before she turned to face him. Grasping her hips, he slid her upward, her slippery breasts gliding easily over his chest. Her eyes had lost their sleepy appearance and grown darker, the dilated pupils indicative of her unquenched desire.

Flynn shifted her until their hips aligned, then he guided her legs to the outside of his so she straddled him again. Already hard, he fitted his length against the seam of her pussy.

Her lips curved into a sultry smile. “Your recuperative powers are amazing, Commander. It makes me wonder how much you have in reserves. By my count, you’re behind four orgasms to two.” She shook her head sadly. “That just doesn’t seem fair.”

Chuckling, he brushed back the few strands of hair clinging to her damp cheeks then finger combed the rest of the thick, wet mass over her shoulders. “You’re keeping score?”

“No,” she said promptly then admitted with an impish grin, “Well, kind of.”

“I’m pacing myself.” He slid his hands beneath the heavy drape of hair around her shoulders. “And I’ve learned to value quality, over quantity, something I plan to teach you. Still, I have a six-month drought to make up for, and I’ll expect your help in evening the score.”

As one hand curled around her nape, the other slid down her spine where with fingers splayed wide, it encompassed both ass cheeks. She moaned softly as he pumped his hips, the iron-hard length of him gliding over her satiny, slick skin, proving he not only had the fortitude to take her again but the intention.

“You have my full cooperation, sir. Along with my appreciation of your stamina, which for a man of your years—” She yelped before she could finish, responding to the stinging smack he landed on the rosy cheeks peeking up through the bubbles.

“I’ll make a deal with you, imp. I won’t call you girl genius or kiddo if you refrain from calling me an old man.”

“I was going to say years of experience.”

That earned her a pinch. “Same thing.”

“I meant in the lifestyle. I swear it wasn’t a crack about your age, Flynn.” The gleam in her eyes and the slight twitch of her lips belied both claims.

While he shook his head, he murmured more to himself than to her, “And she wonders how I came up with her nickname.” He rubbed the spot he’d so recently chastised as he met her gaze. “Fibbers are dealt with harshly in my household. Be warned.”

She pushed up from his chest with another splash but ignored it as she stared down at him. With her breasts gleaming and soapy, and her skin flushed, she made a pretty picture, but she was unconcerned or oblivious to the fact. 

“Your household,” she repeated. “Does that mean you want me to move in with you?”

He frowned. “Where did you think this was headed, Cassie? I don’t want you thirty minutes away on the mainland when I can have you in my bed. We’ll go by your place tomorrow and pack a bag, then worry about moving the rest in next weekend.”

She bit her lip. “Are you sure this isn’t too soon? What if I have a bad habit you can’t stand, like leaving the cap off the toothpaste?”

His fingers flexed on her behind as he gave her a reminder squeeze. “I have creative ways to correct bad habits. Besides, wasn’t it you, only moments ago, regretting all the time we wasted?”

“Yes, but living together, isn’t that a gigantic step? We haven’t even been out on a date. And we’ve barely talked about what we like and don’t like. You know, about sex and all the BDSM stuff.” Her face glowed pink with embarrassment as she tried to make her point. “Especially that. There’re limits and rules to discuss. Shouldn’t we hash everything out first?”

“Earlier, you said you were falling in love with me, Cassie. Was that true?”

He grinned at her shyness and the captivating flush in her cheeks, but she didn’t hesitate in her response. “I misspoke, Flynn.”

Dread lanced through his heart. Had he heard her right? “What was that?”

“I should have said I’ve already fallen—past tense. I think I’ve loved you from the start.”

He pulled her down to him, and with her forehead resting against his, closed his eyes. “You scared me for a moment there.” As the pain receded, his lips brushed hers. Then, gazing up at her, he declared, “I love you, too, baby. And isn’t that the only thing we need to hash out before we get started?”

Her nose wrinkled as she considered his answer—so fucking cute. Eventually, she nodded. 

Flynn couldn’t keep from chuckling. “That wasn’t very convincing. Nor was a frown the reaction I expected when I told you I love you for the first time.”

Her mouth rounded. “Oh my God, Flynn. I didn’t mean to brush off what you said, not at all.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “See what I mean. I’m awful at relationships.”

“Cassie, I was teasing,” he said, for the innumerable time since he’d met her. 

He slid his hands to her face, cupping her jaw as he angled her mouth to his for a deeper, lingering kiss. 

When it ended, she was breathless but still unconvinced. “I don’t want to mess this up; you mean too much to me,” she whispered.

“You won’t mess us up; I won’t let it happen.”

“We sent each other conflicting messages for months and have only played once. How can you know that?”

Taking in her worried expression, his arms tightened around her. “Fine, if you need to hash this out, here goes. A man of my experience, in the lifestyle, as you say, knows what he wants. And I want you.” He paused, seeing that wasn’t enough to end her worries. “Since we’ve eliminated the misguided assumptions keeping us apart, I want it all. And I’ll be damned if I let you go back to your apartment, only to see you every other Friday for lunch and when our schedules allow. I’ve waited six long months already. I want you with me, in my house, and in my bed.” He used his thumbs to wipe away the tears tracking down her cheeks. “As for the rest, Cassie, we’ll take it as it comes.” He nudged her chin up and his lips whisked across hers. “I train newbies for a living, remember? That takes a patient man. I’ll have no problem teaching you what I like.” 

“The methods you use for training in your day job are a bit extreme, sir.”

“I won’t haul you down to the grinder if you misbehave, if that’s what you’re worried about. Over my knee for a sound paddling is more my style.”

She sniffled, a hint of a smile gracing her tear-streaked though still-beautiful face. “I’ve already learned that about you.”

He quirked a brow and grinned. “See what I mean? We don’t need to hash out rules and formal protocols. We’ll work it out as we go. The exploring and excitement of discovery are half the fun anyway. I don’t need a list of what you’ve tried and with whom. Hell, the thought of you with anyone else pisses me off. It’s irrational, but I don’t care. You’re mine, and I can’t think of you any other way.”

He knew he had allayed some of her anxiety when the tiny lines between her perfectly arched brows disappeared. His hands slid down her back and curved around her bottom. He hoped his next decree would ease her worries even more. “As we build a future together, let’s leave history, both yours and mine, where it belongs, in our past.”

She raised her hand to his cheek and stroked his jaw with her thumb. “I love the idea of a future with you, Flynn. It’s not your past but mine that makes me worry. And my terrible track record.”

“Only because you hadn’t met me yet. Perhaps your poor track record was fate guiding you in my direction.”

“Do you think?”

“I know. Because here we are.” He turned his head and placed a kiss on her palm, surprising a whimper from her when his tongue came out to tease with a lick. “As far as kink and D/s go, we’ll play. And I’ll ask you to try new things. But I’m not into anything scary, and nothing too extreme, no blood, knives, or breath play. I like toys, restraints, and rope, lots of rope. Most Navy men do.”

She didn’t need to tell him she did, too. He’d learned earlier she came fast and hard when bound and vulnerable to all the tantalizing things he did to her body—and tonight was only the beginning.

“I already know you enjoy the attention I pay to your luscious backside; it gets you wet, and I love that. I’ll spank you often, with or without an excuse, and I won’t only use my hand. But no matter if we’re here at the club, or playing at home, and when you’ve earned a real punishment, you’ll always be safe with me, Cassie.”

“I trust you, Flynn, and feel safe with you. So my backside is all yours.” She dipped her head and buried her face in his neck the next instant as she murmured, “I cannot believe I just said that.”

“Ah, but you did, imp, and I plan to take the most of it.” 

He couldn’t keep from laughing when she moaned, which sounded more from excitement than dread. The sudden movement of his chest jostled her from her safe perch and she slid sideways. He saved her from a dunking, but she clutched at his shoulders, sending more water sloshing onto the floor.

When her head came up, they grinned at one another.

To make his last point, he grew serious. “There is one more thing.” He pulled her up his body until they were nose to nose, her eyes on him. “I expect honesty, Cassie—always—whether in day-to-day issues or here at the club. And I’ll give you the same respect. I’ll be more upset if you hide something from me rather than owning up to a mistake.” 

“I can do that, Flynn. I don’t want secrets between us, either.”

His mouth came down on hers hard, rife with both happiness and possession, but he pulled away before he wanted to. He needed to address something else she said before he lost control. “Since we’ve settled the D/s ‘stuff,’ let’s talk about dating. How many picnic lunches or morning coffees have we shared?”

She blinked. “What?”

“We went to the see the Padres play twice and to that Wine and Canvas Art Show you dragged me to downtown. We also went to Sunday brunch at least once a month, and to the mall. I’m a man, Cassie. I don’t do malls, but I went because you asked me to help you pick out a new driver for your dad’s birthday.” Her eyes widened as what he was saying sank in, and he wasn’t done. “We might not have been romantically involved, but we grew to care about each other without it, which puts us at an advantage starting out. Today proved intimacy between us sure as hell isn’t a problem. After all of that, do you really have to ask if moving in is too soon?”

“We’ve been a couple for months without the sex,” she observed, sounding as dazed as she looked. “It’s like I had blinders on.”

“It seems we both did, but thank fuck they’re off now.”

The tiny lines between her brows appeared again as her pretty pink lips puckered.

“What?”

“It’s nothing.”

He caught her chin in his hand with a stern reminder. “No secrets, Cassie.”

“I just wondered, since we’re together now, and you’re my big bad bossy dom, does it mean you won’t want to do any of those things anymore? We had fun, or I thought we did.”

“Did you hear me complaining?”

Her mouth fell open. “Uh, yes!”

Flynn frowned, trying to recall when but couldn’t. “I don’t remember—”

“The Nouvelle Artiste Exposition,” she reminded him.

“You mean the abstract crap that looked like a two-year-old threw paint on a bunch of canvases, and not well I might add.”

She burst into giggles. “It was pretty awful, wasn’t it?”

His thumb swept over the fullness of her lower lip, charmed by her easy smile and the lovely glow in her cheeks. “I want you to be happy, Cassie.”

“You make me happy, Flynn,” she whispered, her lovely blue eyes glistening.

“Good, but I’m just getting started.” She beamed at him through her tears. “I assume you want the same for me.”

“Of course! I live to see the dimple in your cheek, sir.”

“Are you getting sassy with me, imp?”

“No. It comes out when you’re happy, I swear.”

He caught her lower lip with his teeth and nipped it. “Then to help promote my future happiness, how about you go with Jules to the artsy events and save the fun stuff for me? I’m up for the ball games and a day spent sailing on the bay. Count me in for walks by the ocean, bike rides at sunset, and making out on the beach under the moon. And we’ll come up here to the club to play, often.”

A radiant smile graced her lips when he finished. “I like your idea of fun stuff. You’ve got a deal. Colt will be grateful; he hates that girly crap, too.”

“Any more reservations about moving in with me?”

“No, I can’t wait.”

“You’ll have to, at least until morning.” He sealed his mouth over hers in a slow, wet, bone-tingling kiss. When they were both needing air, he called a halt to it out of necessity. “The water’s getting cold. Let’s get you out before you turn into a shivering prune.”

Without waiting for a response, he stood with her in his arms, sheets of water pouring off them. He lifted her out then took his time drying every glorious inch of her, rubbing until her skin took on a warm rosy glow. She returned the favor, delighting in trailing her towel-covered hands over his body. She paused when she found the crescent-shaped scar on his right side just beneath his ribs. 

Tracing it with her fingertips, she asked, “What’s this from?”

“Shrapnel from an IED in Kabul.”

Her brows drew together, continuing her rubdown only after she’d brushed her lips in a tender caress over the site of the decade-old injury. Bypassing his midsection, she dropped to her knees to dry his feet and legs. It didn’t take long until she found another scar, this one from a car bomb in Kandahar that sent flying metal ripping into his thigh. One of his men had died that day, two others severely injured. It was a horrific memory that had no place in what he shared tonight with Cassie.

He would have drawn her to her feet, ending it, but she touched the jagged, ugly reminder and rubbed her flawless cheek over his damaged skin. Moved by her tender touch, he threaded his fingers through her damp hair, combing through it.

“You’re getting a battered old frogman in this deal. There’s a third on my shoulder in back.”

“I’m so glad you’re not over there anymore. I’d be sick with worry.” She looked up the length of his body, concern reflected in her beautiful blue eyes. “Please say you won’t ever have to go back.”

“We talked of this once before. Special forces are in demand, and someone—many someones, in fact—have to train new teams. It’s a high-risk career, the conditions harsh, the work grueling, so ten years is often all we get from a SEAL. With that in mind and the many conflicts around the world, the Navy values my role here just as much as those abroad. So, the answer is no, most likely. But I’m a Navy man, Cassie, and follow orders. If they call me, I have to go.”

“After twenty years, you could retire.” Her eyes narrowed as her voice turned firm with conviction. “You’ve done your fair share, Flynn. You’ve got the scars to prove it. Two decades is more than enough.”

His hand slid out of her hair to cup her cheek. Intense pleasure welled in his chest as she nuzzled his palm. “Such a tigress in defense of your man. I like it. Rest easy though. The chances of being reassigned to another team are very unlikely.”

She lowered her eyes and nodded. As she lifted the towel to pay attention to the parts in the middle she’d skipped, he had other ideas.

“Drop the towel, Cassie. I think your tongue will be sufficient to dry the rest.”

He didn’t have to ask twice. Terry cloth hit the floor, and she immediately began lapping at the droplets still beaded on his skin. Starting low on his right hip, she moved up to his lower abs. Her hands weren’t idle, sliding from the backs of his thighs up to his ass cheeks where her fingers curled and hung on. His cock jerked, demanding its due.

Like-minded, Flynn took himself in hand and gazed down at the beautiful submissive on her knees at his feet, her lips only inches away from where he wanted them most. Although she’d taken initiative in other ways, in this, she waited for his permission. Something he didn’t hesitate to give.

Rigid with wanting her, his fingers slid along her jaw, while he guided the head of his cock to her mouth. “This needs your attention the most.”

Hot and wet, her tongue came out and swirled around the tip. Then she tilted her head, and with her stunning eyes locked on his, dragged the flat of her tongue along the underside of his cock. It lengthened, his balls tightening at the sensation, and a knot of tension formed low in his gut.

“Suck me.” His order came out raspy.

Cassie opened wide and took him into her mouth. He didn’t even try to hold back his groan at the heat surrounding him as he slid along her tongue. Her lips closed around him and she worked him, sucking, her tongue swirling, occasionally taking him deep until he briefly felt the muscles in her throat. Then she pulled off, lapping at the sensitive head while she caught her breath. 

Without breaking eye contact, she brought him to the brink, never once using her hands, which remained palms up on her thighs. It was one of the most erotic sights he’d ever seen.

“Damn, imp, you have the most incredible mouth.”

She withdrew with strong suction then without releasing him, reversed, and her lips slid down around the length of him. It felt phenomenal and was almost too much.

Flynn’s other hand threaded through her hair.

“Hold on to me.”

She obeyed, her hands curling around the backs of his thighs. He pumped his hips, fucking her mouth. He didn’t demand more than she could take, though moved at a rhythm challenging enough for her to understand who was in control. 

When she handled what he gave her, he increased his pace, and she managed that, too. It felt fucking fantastic, but if he didn’t stop soon, he’d come down her throat. That was for another time, sooner than later, but tonight, he wanted to finish while buried in her pussy.

Flynn withdrew from the warm, wet haven of her mouth, pulled her to her feet, and into his arms. He took her lips, sucking on her tongue. Urgent to taste more of her sweetness, he carried her to bed. Once there, he located the cuffs secured to the headboard—what else could he expect in a dom’s apartment over a BDSM club? With her eager compliance, Cassie held out her wrists to assist him.

“You like your hands bound, don’t you, baby?”

“Yes. Giving up control to you is unbelievably hot, sir.”

“So noted.” He grinned. “Let’s see if I can get you hotter.”

With her wrists tied to the posts at the head of the bed, he found leg straps tucked into the sides. One at a time, he wrapped them around her thighs, just above her knees, and secured them so she was spread out before him and completely immobilized. 

Flynn took a moment to admire her in restraints.

Cheeks flushed, with her lips parted, her breasts rising and falling as she panted with excitement. Her splayed pussy glistened with wetness as she waited for what he would do next. And the pink hole he had taken earlier, claiming it solely as his, contracted as moisture from above trickled over it as if her body prepared itself should he go that route again. 

Damn, it was like she’d been made especially for him.

Hungry, he lowered his mouth and consumed her, the sweetness of her cunt something he’d never get his fill of. He didn’t stop until she shuddered and cried out through not one but two more climaxes.

Then he rose above her, and with his knees on the bed, fists bracketing her torso, lowered himself in a controlled downward stroke. Without touching her anywhere else, he filled her tight, hot, drenched channel. 

“I’m gonna come again,” she cried.

“Then do it, but realize it will make the count seven to two, and I’m not letting you up until I’ve at least drawn even.”

“You’d kill me with pleasure.”

He grinned while withdrawing at the same unhurried pace. “Highly unlikely, sweetheart, but it sure would be a hell of a way to go.”

Increasing the tempo, he drove into her a moment later, relishing the glove-tight fit and the ripple of her satiny sheath all around him as sure enough, she came again.

He groaned as her orgasm pulled him into one of his own.

After they recovered, and he released her restraints, Flynn rolled them onto their sides. Yeah, if it ended for him while in bed, buried deep in his beautiful Cassie, he’d die a happy man. But he prayed he had another forty or fifty years of fucking her ahead of him first. 

***
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The following Monday, they drove into work together, a short seven-minute commute from Flynn’s house on the island, something Cassie liked a lot. Planning to drop her off at the lab before heading to the firing range for drills, he parked and like always, came around to her side of the truck to get her door. She felt his eyes on her, and rather than hopping down like she normally did, she eased out, sliding to the ground. It was a distance for her short legs, and despite her caution, the landing jarred her. She couldn’t hide her slight wince of pain.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m a little sore.”

With her caged in by his body and the open door, the vehicle behind her providing a screen from curious eyes, he slid his arms around her. His hands curved over her ass cheeks, and he squeezed. “That comes with being out of practice, imp. I’ll have to whip you into shape. Maybe I need to put you through First Phase conditioning.”

The thought of walking up the few steps in front of her, let alone running and swimming for miles, made her groan. He gazed down at her, lips twitching with amusement then dipped his head for a quick, yet smoldering kiss.

Ending it much too soon for Cassie’s liking, but out of necessity, considering they were in a busy parking lot at work. He moved back, bringing her with him, and slammed the door. When she groaned as she stepped up on the curb, Flynn put an arm around her to help, more than a little concerned.

“You can barely move,” he exclaimed. “Maybe you should take the day off.”

“I’ve got a system update to run today, and I think my boss would frown upon taking a sick day for overdoing it on the weekend.”

“Call it a personal day. He doesn’t need to know why, does he? Isn’t that why they’re called personal days?”

“I’m okay, honey. Really. I’ve got ibuprofen in my office I can take.”

He frowned as he opened the heavy glass door for her. “Tonight, you get a hot bath and a deep-tissue massage. And we’re taking a night off from sex, maybe two. I teased about fucking you until you couldn’t walk, Cassie, but never intended to actually do it.”

She gasped, glancing around to see if anyone may have heard. “I’m not sore from too much sex.” When she said the last word, she dropped her voice to a whisper. “It’s from weeding your rose garden out back yesterday.”

He blinked in surprise. “Why did you do that? I have a yard service.”

“I know, but they’re ripping you off. Your granddad’s white roses were being choked out by weeds, and several other bushes needed pruning. When I got started, I couldn’t stop. Now my calves are tight, and my hamstrings are killing me from all the bending. Not to mention—” She thought better of using the words “aching glutes” to an ass man; it would only give him ideas. Instead, she concluded, “You get the gist.”

“New plan. Bath, massage, then a sound paddling.”

Her head snapped up. “What did I do?”

“I told you I didn’t need an excuse,” he replied with a predatory grin. “Other than your ass fits my hand just right and is made for spanking.”

“That can’t possibly be my fault.”

“No, but since your gardening made you too sore to fuck, you’ve got to give me something.”

“I didn’t say I was too sore to, um—” She glanced around again, checking to see no one could overhear this altogether inappropriate conversation. Spying two uniformed men in the vicinity, although likely still out of earshot, she lowered her voice to a whisper anyway when she finished with, “you know.”

“You don’t have the vantage point I have and aren’t watching you move like an eighty-year-old grandmother. After your bath tonight, I think I’ll sit with my back against the headboard with you naked across my lap, and in between swats to that luscious ass, I’ll massage all your aches and pains away.”

Not admitting to the tingling warmth the idea stirred inside her, she rolled her eyes and walked into the small lobby. Unstaffed by a receptionist, she was glad for it for once, because she would have gotten an earful.

Flynn didn’t miss much, and he sure as heck didn’t miss such a disrespectful expression. “That look right there earned you a plug in your saucy bottom for good measure.” As he bent for his goodbye kiss, his hand slid around her waist, the tips of his fingers resting meaningfully on the upper curves of her behind.

She dutifully raised her mouth to his. “You’re a sadist. What have I gotten myself into?”

“I’ll get a second opinion once you’ve seen the real ones at the club. Besides, you’ve enjoyed everything I’ve done to you. Admit it.”

“Yes, but you have a vivid imagination. I’m almost afraid to find out what’s next.”

“A little anxiety adds excitement, which makes it all the better for you, imp. Say ‘Thank you, Flynn.’”

“How about I love you, instead?”

Both arms came around her, big hands sliding over her behind as he hauled her onto her toes, and up against the hard bulge in the front of his pants. Sealing his mouth over hers, he used his tongue, not caring who might pass by and see them in a steamy clinch through the glass doors. 

When she was too muddled to think straight or care if the entire base paraded by, he raised his head a fraction and said against her tingling lips, “I’ll take an ‘I love you’ every time.”
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Chapter 13
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Standing just inside the door, watching Flynn move around one of the small, private dungeons upstairs, Cassie felt a lump form in the pit of her stomach. It shouldn’t be this way, not with the man she trusted more than anyone, who was the love of her life, the only one with the power to make her heart race with a glance and set her body on fire with the anticipation of a kiss.

But it wasn’t him, or even the room, which looked like any other dungeon anywhere. Gray slate-colored tiles on the walls and ceiling gave the impression of a medieval castle. Wrought iron sconces with flickering lights cast shadows around the room, eyebolts protruded from the walls at different intervals and heights for cuffs, ropes, or chains, and a wooden set of stocks stood in one corner. There was even a padded bondage table in the center of the room resembling a rack, but none of that bothered her all that much. No. It was something else. 

This was their first visit to the club since their wedding six weeks earlier. She’d become Commander Flynn Dalton’s wife on a perfect spring evening in an intimate ceremony with immediate family and close friends only in attendance. The base chaplain, a friend of the groom from way back, had done the officiating.

Cassie had strung white lights around the arbor where they said their vows, and the only flowers, other than her small fresh-cut bouquet, were the roses in the garden, which through her tender care were fragrant and in full bloom. Except for mowing the lawn and mulching four times a year, she had taken over the gardening—and loved every minute.

A beaming Jules had stood beside her, over the moon with happiness for her best friend, and Eric from the club had been Flynn’s best man. Roscoe, whom she had fallen for even faster than his master, looked dapper in his black bow-tie collar, and watched the proceedings from his place at their feet. Twenty in all had witnessed their vows of love and commitment to one another, including her parents who had driven down from San Francisco. Her dad had tears in his eyes when he gave her away, but they were happy ones. He and her mom were thrilled at the idea of Flynn for Cassie, deciding within minutes of meeting him.

Following the ceremony, they’d had a small reception with several rounds of champagne toasts, thanks to her boss, Director Foster, who sent a full case in congratulations. They served heavy hors d’oeuvres from a private caterer in nearby San Diego and a small two-tiered cake from the only bakery on the island.

It was perfect.

There hadn’t been a honeymoon, not yet. They’d both been too busy at work to take time off. With the success of the training simulators at Coronado, the Navy contracted five more sites around the country. A week after moving in with Flynn, they’d offered her the job as the consultant over all of them. She had graciously declined. It had taken thirty years to find the man of her dreams; she wasn’t about to leave him, or risk what they had in a long-distance relationship. He was in full agreement with her decision, although he’d let her come to it on her own.

With one of his instructors injured during a dive and out for eight weeks of rehabilitation, Flynn had his hands full. This left them even more shorthanded because another was already off on family leave for the birth of his first child—fatherhood coming at the late age of forty-two since he’d been running around the world serving his country during the two decades prior. A scenario Flynn could relate to. He and Cassie hoped to be in those same shoes shortly, since they both wanted to start a family right away.

With all this going on, neither saw any reason to put off making things official while they waited for the right time to escape on a romantic getaway. Besides, they lived on a resort island and could do touristy things anytime they wanted. The Pacific was only minutes away, they had miles of sandy beaches for romantic midnight strolls, and parks on practically every corner to picnic in, tons of seaside cafes to sample, or, they could simply stay home in bed.

With their schedules so hectic, they hadn’t found time to make the trip to LA on the weekends, either. Until now.

“Come here, Cassie.”

His deep voice in the near-empty room startled her from her thoughts so much that she jumped. He angled his head to the side the tiniest bit. His mannerism, a telltale sign of his concern, did not go unnoticed by her. It also was a warning sign the third degree would start in about three seconds.

“Is something wrong?” Flynn asked on cue. “You’re uneasy tonight.”  

“I’m a little nervous, I guess.”

He closed the gap between them and gathered her hands in his, bringing first one then the other to his lips for a gentle kiss. Her man oozed charm so effortlessly.

“What’s there to be nervous about? We’ve played together many times.”

“Yes, but not here, not since the first time.” When he frowned, she rushed to say, “Not that it wasn’t wonderful, it was. Memorable, and so freaking fantastic I lost count of the number of orgasms you gave me that night—”

Two of his fingers on her mouth stopped her short. “You’re babbling, baby. What’s going on?”

The knot tightened as her eyes shifted behind him, but she didn’t want to spoil his plans, and said only, “Of course, you’re right. I’m being silly.”

“No. You’re jumpy, which isn’t like you, and I can feel the tension coming off you in waves. I need to know what this anxiety is about. Is it bad memories of a scene at a club you haven’t shared with me? The sights, sounds, and smells can be triggering. Is that what’s causing you to be on edge?”

“I visited a few clubs, but mostly I went to private play parties, and I had—” She stopped before she mentioned her first and only long-term dominant, other than Flynn. Peeping up at him, she noticed the muscle twitch in his clenched jaw. “Now you’re on edge. You don’t want to hear about the others.”

“If it prevents provoking something painful, I need to know whether or not I like it.”

“Nothing traumatic happened with him, I swear.” 

It was the truth. In the three months she’d trained with Master Kendrick, they rarely left the house. He wasn’t very active in the community, and they only attended play parties twice.

Laughter drew her gaze to the open windows and the curious faces peering in. There were no panes of glass to muffle the sounds or obscure the view. The observers would not only see everything that went on but hear it, and clearly, since they stood only fifteen feet away. It reminded her of the observation habitats at the zoo, which made her the exhibit.

Flynn’s gaze followed where she looked. “You’ve never done a public scene, have you?”

Perceptive as always, he had figured her out right away. She shook her head.

“Every inch of you is beautiful, Cassie. You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“That’s not it, I...” She glanced up at him, but no farther than his chin. “You’ve been a member here for a while. I want to make you proud. What if I do something wrong? Or forget the rules. Heck, I don’t even know the protocols. The membership contract I signed didn’t say—”

His mouth silenced her this time and sent shivers of desire coursing through her.

“I’ll guide you as we go along. Obey my commands and use your safeword if you need to. Those are the only protocols you need to worry about. You could never embarrass me, imp. And anyone who’s got the balls to be critical of my submissive will answer to me. Got it?”

As the image of Elbow Patches flying across the room came back to her, she felt a surge of confidence and her smile grew wider. “Yes, sir, I got it.”

“That’s my girl,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers again, adding a little touch of his tongue this time. His hands soothed as well as excited, as they swept down her back and over her hips and bottom. “There’s a certain excitement in being watched. I want you to try it. Afterward, if you’re still uneasy or find you don’t like it, we can stick to the theme rooms for private play until you’re ready for more. And we can watch—I know you like to do that.”

Her face flamed with heat. Sometimes, Flynn was too observant for her own good.

His smile was tender as his finger traced over her cheeks. “You blush so prettily. Let’s give the others a treat by showing them how you do it all over.” 

He caught her lips again, using the commanding mastery of his mouth and tongue until she was dazed, and had all but forgotten the people on the outside looking in.

“You may find that exhibitionism,” he murmured between shorter, yet still-drugging tastes of his lips, “is the ying to voyeurism’s yang.”

When he raised his head, her legs felt like jelly beneath her. The powerful arms surrounding her kept her upright as she regained her balance even while she tried to wrap her head around what he suggested. It never occurred to her that the thrill of watching and being watched could be two sides of the same coin—opposite, but co-existing. 

Intrigued more than insecure, she glanced up at him and asked, “Do you think so?”

His teeth flashed white in his tanned face as his sexy mouth curved into a wicked grin. “Oh, yeah. I told you we’d test the waters and see what you like. There’s an entire world of BDSM to discover beyond bondage and spanking. So much more.” 

Cassie surveyed the crowd gathered around the window. The buzz of anticipation stemmed from more than conversation; some looked on without speaking at all. A charged energy seemed to course throughout the space, a combination of curiosity, arousal, and unbridled lust that Cassie herself had felt while touring the main playroom earlier. The memory of watching others engaged in their own sensual, kink-inspired pursuits flooded her mind, and she took comfort in the knowledge she wasn’t alone in her voyeuristic desires.

“I’m ready to try,” she whispered.

“That’s my brave girl,” he praised. “Remember, you have a safeword—always. I expect you to use it if needed.”

She’d never had the need with Flynn. Still, she agreed. “Yes, sir.”

“Say it, baby. For practice.”

Her whisper was barely audible.

“Again, and this time as though you’ve had enough and want me to stop.”

“Grinder!”

He chuckled, as amused as he was when she’d chosen it weeks ago. “That’s more like it. And it will get my attention; the same as a candidate ringing the bell. Say it, and we’re done. Except for us, it only ends our scene, because you’re never quitting me, Cassie Dalton. Not ever. Got me?”

“I got you, Commander. And I love you for it.”

A steamy, sultry, toe-curling kiss followed. Then he released her.

“Since we’ve settled that, the dress is stunning on you, but I want it off. When you’re finished, climb up on the table. I’ll be with you after I gather what I need to make you scream.”

As he walked away, expecting her to do as he directed, she glanced once more at their growing audience. Soon, they would witness firsthand just how loud she got when Flynn made her come. She realized suddenly she liked the idea. Let them know what a skilled dominant her husband was, and how lucky she was to belong to him. 

It would also help her stake her claim. Unlike Jules, she had no problem using her claws, and a few other moves she’d picked up at BUD/s training to educate any submissive who dared to think otherwise.

Flynn couldn’t know her possessive, rather bloodthirsty thoughts, and she was glad for it, although he mistook it for further reticence on her part. He approached, taking her in his arms. 

“After months together, with me having seen, touched, and tasted every square inch of you, it amazes me you can still blush.” His hand slid over one cheek into her hair, cradling her head gently. “It’s sweet, imp, but we need to rid you of this shyness. If tonight goes well in front of an audience, I’ll eventually want to play on the main floor. Some equipment in the stations isn’t available in the private rooms. And, who knows, you might enjoy playing in front of others so much, you get brave enough to go up on the carousel one day.” 

She hadn’t seen it yet, but Jules had described the carousel in detail.

“You have to see it to believe it, Cass. It’s unlike anything I’ve witnessed at any club anywhere. We have a lot of members who are into group play, so I’m not sure if it started out for play or punishment, but it’s used for both. And most often as a consequence of violating house rules.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Cassie said impatiently. “But what is it?”

“They designed the playroom like a dartboard, in rings. The closer to the bullseye, the more intense the activities with the center ring providing the biggest bang for your buck. Once they set up the carousel, which is another circle of six spanking benches, the floor comes up.”

“Up? Like a stage?”

“Yeah. It’s with hydraulics or something,” she said with a wave of her hand. “About 30 feet above the main floor, smack dab in the center, where everyone can see.”

Not a fan of heights, or half of the other things she described, Cassie asked, “How many members did you say there were?”

Jules shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. Five hundred at least.”

“That’s a lot of eyes at full capacity.”

“You ain’t kidding.” 

“And who goes for a ride?”

“Naughty submissives, mostly. Under the watchful eyes of their dom, of course.”

“What if the naughty sub is single?”

“Then the dom who punched her ticket rides with her, or a volunteer. Getting doms to step up and lend a hand is usually not a problem. In fact, there’s often a waiting list.”

“For what, exactly?”

“The volunteers mete out the punishment or the pleasure. Which is decided in advance depending on who’s riding and the severity of their crime. They need six, one for each station.”

“To administer spankings,” Cassie stated, utterly taken aback. 

“Or whatever creative torments the sadistic doms conjure up.”

Cassie swallowed hard, both horrified and turned the heck on by the images her brain was creating.

“So what are the submissives’ dominants doing through all of this?”

“Supervising, from the other end of the benches. Most often, the sub is serving two masters. If you get my drift.”

She did, vividly. While being pleasured or punished, the already occupied subs’ mouths were busy. 

“Holy crap.”

Jules chuckled. “Believe me, hon. There ain’t nothing holy about the carousel.”

A thought occurred to her and before she could help herself, she blurted out, “Have you ever ridden it?”

Jules’ flush was answer enough.

“What did you do?”

“Mouthed off to one of the DMs. Many of them are club masters; longtime members, experienced in the lifestyle who volunteer to help Master Eric keep things orderly and safe. Some are owners, too, so I do not recommend it.”

“Colt allowed it?” she asked, indignant on her friend’s behalf.

Jules hooted with laughter. “Are you kidding? He ordered it. They were going to suspend me for a few days as a favor to Colt. But he insisted I do the time for my crime.”

“I don’t like that. How could he? You’re his wife.”

She reached over and squeezed her hand. “There’s no sex, Cass. It’s not allowed. Everyone riding with me that night was being punished. And the six rounds they came up with made me very remorseful. But I can’t say it was all bad. My butt was sore, but I was also horny as hell by the time Colt unstrapped me. When he finally let me come later, oh my god! Cataclysmic!”

“Wait. Are you saying some people do this for fun?”

“Yeah,” she sighed wistfully, her cheeks flushed, clearly remembering her ride fondly. “There’s a waiting list for the joyrides, too. For 60 minutes on the carousel, it’s worth it.”

“An hour!” Cassie exclaimed, which seemed to jolt Jules out of her daydream.

“Ten minutes per station,” she explained. “It went by fast though. I guess it’s the anticipation. They don’t announce ahead of time what the stations will be. By the end of the ride, I was so weak-kneed and drained, Colt had to carry me to the aftercare couch.”

A hand waved in front of her face. “Cassie, baby. Are you with me?”

She blinked, staring at Flynn rather dazed. What had they been saying? It was about the carousel. It came back in a flash, and her answer was vehement. 

“No. In fact, hell no! Not in this lifetime.”

His head jerked, stunned. Then his dominance roared to the forefront, his nostrils flaring like a dragon about to breathe fire and lay waste to everything around him, her included. “What did you just say to me?”

Looking at him, brows gathered, jaw clenched, gripping a pair of her white leather cuffs in one hand, she realized her mistake. “Wait. My mind wandered. What did you ask?”

“It’s our turn for the station. I asked you for your wrists.”

She laid her palms on his chest in supplication. “I didn’t mean no to you or the cuffs or the scene, Flynn. Never that. I meant to the carousel, although I could have said it more respectfully to get my point across.”

“Ya think?” he drawled, still looking steamed.

“I’m so sorry, sir. But I remembered the stories I’ve heard, and like you, I’m making it a hard limit. They’d hear me yell “grinder” all the way to Tijuana if I had to ride that thing.”

Somewhat appeased, the fire-breathing dragon retreated to his cave. “I didn’t think you’d be interested.”

She blinked, perplexed. “Then why did you suggest it?”

“Because despite your experience, you’re like a newbie with me. Something that was a definite no in the past may be a yes with us. Do you know why?”

“Because I trust you?”

He encircled her wrists with his fingers, not with fleece. “What else?” he prompted.

She thought for a moment. “Because you love me, and you’re really hot...sir?”

“I was going for the first part.” Suddenly, his fingers threaded through her hair, his eyes darkened with intensity, and his voice grew unusually gruff. “Just so you know, if you change your mind, I’ll likely be the one ringing the bell. The mere thought of six different sets of hands on you, man or woman, even without sex makes me insane.”

“I don’t want anyone touching me but you, master, for a lifetime.” 

He pulled her close, his thigh becoming wedged between her own as he plastered her body against him. The gruffness was gone when he spoke. “I’m proud of you for setting a limit, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try to coax you up there for solo play.”

Curious, she tipped her head back and asked, “What’s that?”

“You and me, and five other couples, but no sharing. We keep to our station, and I do whatever I want to you with everyone watching.”

“Grinder,” she whispered as a shudder rushed through her.

“It might seem scary, but your nipples are hard, your breathing is unsteady, and I can feel the heat of your arousal against my thigh. We’ll see if you change your mind once you’ve been around Decadence for a while.” He gave her a smarting smack on her backside and moved her to the table in the center of the room. “Now then, enough talking. Get your clothes off. I only reserved this room for two hours and the clock is ticking. Especially since I have to use part of our time punishing you for smarting off just now before I get to do all the things I planned to do to your delectable body.”

Already hot and aroused, with his proclamation she became quite wet. She didn’t protest; she had earned whatever he planned. Besides, Flynn always made it up to her in the most wonderful ways, which made it a win-win for them both.

Her fingers trembled as they rose to the neckline of the minidress Flynn had selected for her. Made of a stretchy figure-hugging material, the lace panels up the sides were as sexy and revealing as the sweetheart collar was feminine and demure. He had excellent taste and was practical—or perhaps just impatient because with no zipper or fasteners, it came off easily. All she had to do was push it down and wiggle to be completely bare, since her dom hadn’t provided panties.

He patted the leather-covered table on his way to some switches on the wall. “I want you on your back, feet flat, heels to ass, knees spread wide.”

She had no qualms about undressing in front of Flynn and climbing stark naked onto the table. Exposing herself from stem to stern to people she might have to look in the eye and speak to later, wasn’t as easy. But she did so, counting on the rewards for her obedience paying off soon.
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Chapter 14
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When Cassie stretched out on the cool, padded table, Flynn’s hand swept down her arm. “That’s my good girl,” he murmured. The pride she felt when he praised her filled her with a sense of contentment that warmed her from the inside out. “I didn’t reserve this room because of the dungeon equipment,” he continued, squeezing her hand then moving away, his booted heels ringing out on the tile floor. “Look up, Cassie. It’s time for some Decadence magic.”

The sconces dimmed as the ceiling illuminated. What she thought were slate tiles were actually mirrors. They were everywhere—covering the walls from corner to corner, and the ceiling from end to end. She could see herself from every angle, and it meant that the voyeurs watching could, too.

She found she couldn’t look away from the image of the naked blonde on the table staring back at her. Movement from the side became Flynn’s gorgeous face as he leaned over her, gray-blue eyes glinting with desire. 

“Take a deep breath. This is going to be fun. You trust me, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir, very much.”

“Then keep your eyes on the mirrors. I want you to see what I do. You’re incredibly responsive, not only to my touch but also to the sound of my voice. Look how your gorgeous breasts have swollen in anticipation, the tips pebble-hard and I haven’t even touched you. But that ends now.” 

His warm hands moved over her body, from her jaw down her throat to her chest. Although he caressed her breasts lightly, the work-roughened pads of his fingers—from all the training and conditioning drills he did alongside his men—abraded her skin, especially her taut nipples. Cassie arched into his touch, but he moved on, slowly dragging flattened palms and splayed fingers down her belly. 

“Relax your legs and let your knees fall open. I want to watch the wetness gather and the pink of your pussy deepen as your desire grows.” 

Flynn trailed his fingers over her hips and down her inner thighs, making her tremble. His proximity to her achy, needy parts gave her hope he’d end the teasing and get down to business soon. But he disappointed her by moving to the end of the table. She glanced down, seeing him between her bent knees. He reached for her hips and dragged her across the padded surface until her bottom was at the end. Next, he pushed her knees to her chest and bent his head. Instead of the hot lick of his tongue she expected, Cassie felt the brush of warm air blow in a stream over her exposed flesh.

“I want you to see the beauty I see when I look at you. I’ll never tire of watching you.”

After placing a kiss on her inner thigh, Flynn stepped back. 

“Use your fingers to spread yourself open. Then I want you to touch yourself, Cassie. Get your pussy wet. Show our audience what they can look at and dream about but can never have.”

Flushing fiercely, the heat coming close to scalding her cheeks, she slid her hands between her parted thighs and separated her lips. She felt the coolness of the air, which wasn’t cool at all, except against the molten heat of her pussy, it seemed to be.

“That’s my good girl. Take one finger and rub your clit. I want you to make yourself come.”

With her gaze on the mirrored ceiling and her naked reflection, she swallowed, her throat dry. Voices drew her attention to the wall behind Flynn, the only one without her image because of the large open windows. At least two dozen club members looked in, all of them able to see what she did in the mirrors, which was everything.

When she hesitated, Flynn ordered, “Now, Cassie.”

“I don’t think I can with everyone watching.”

“You’re wrong. Your juices are flowing already, so much that you’ve left a wet spot on the table, without the first touch of my hand or my tongue on your clit. You’re so turned on, I predict you come apart with only a few strokes.”

Her finger moved to the hard bud clit, tapping at first then circling it. Knowing they were watching was too intense; it would never happen. She squirmed under his scrutiny.

“May I have a blindfold, sir?”

“No. I want your eyes wide open. But I could give you a little help. Would you like that?”

“Yes, sir, please.”

“I’m happy to oblige, but there’s a price. You’re not allowed to come without permission. Do you still want my help?”

She didn’t think an orgasm was possible, not like this, so she agreed. “Yes, Flynn.”

A sharp crack resounded in the room. At the same time, the biting sting from his hand flared across her upper thigh. “What are you supposed to call me at the club?”

“Sir, I meant yes, sir.”

“Excellent. Now, rub your clit. I want to see how wet you can get with me watching.”

“But I thought you would... I thought you might...”

“Use my fingers or tongue? I said I’d help, imp, but not how.”

“That’s not fair!”

He chuckled. “I didn’t promise to be fair, either. First, I want to play for a bit. You’ll get to come, in time.” His eyes locked on hers, waiting.

She did as he ordered, using thoughts of his fingers and tongue on her, both teasing and delving at once as motivation. 

“That’s my good girl, and so fucking hot. Don’t stop; I’ll be right back.”

All around her, like in a giant kaleidoscope, she saw Flynn. Dressed all in black, he looked as sexy as he did in his summer whites, and larger than usual—taller, broader—though she knew it wasn’t possible. Maybe it was the monochromatic black, but with his fitted shirt stretched tight across his broad shoulders and the denim molded to his ass, she couldn’t tear her gaze away as he crossed to a table by the wall. 

Too busy watching the way his beautiful body moved, she missed what he retrieved from the black toy bag he’d brought with him tonight.

They had yet to explore the full contents of his master’s bag. He’d made it off-limits to her, saying he’d introduce her in his own time. She’d been good and hadn’t peaked, although she wanted to. And as the weeks passed, and her curiosity mounted, she identified with Pandora. Her imagination ran wild wondering about the more advanced tools she was sure his bag contained, things that might bring her toward the other end of the spectrum—exquisite erotic pain.

He’d used several implements on her at home. Cassie loved his suede flogger with its lightweight threads, which in Flynn’s skilled hands made her purr like a contented cat. He brought out leather cuffs often because they both liked when she lay bound and helpless beneath him. And he had some wonderful battery-powered buzzing toys, which he seemed to enjoy using as much as she did. And he could be creative.

Once, he’d bound her between the corner posts of their covered patio. With her arms wide and her body open and vulnerable to whatever he wanted to do, he’d slipped a vibrating egg up inside her—set to low speed, or what she called pure torment—and flogged her for nearly an hour.

Deliberately building from light teasing strokes to firm thwaps with the soft leather, Flynn worked the lash expertly until her body was humming right along with the multispeed remote-controlled egg. He hadn’t been able to finish as he’d planned because she’d gotten loud. Despite his warnings to hush, her moans had gotten out of control, rising in the night air. He’d silenced her with his mouth and left her whimpering with need while he uncuffed her then carried her inside, grumbling almost as loudly about getting back to the club where they wouldn’t have to worry about waking the neighbors.

Now, here they were, at an exclusive BDSM club, a safe place where he could do wildly kinky things to her body, and no one would complain or call the cops if she screamed. Quite the opposite. They’d relish every shriek and groan and cheer her on to the big finish.

A flash of black in the mirrors told her Flynn was on the move again. When he returned to stand at the foot of the table, his gaze fixed on where she splayed herself open for him. The silver glimmer of desire in his eyes as he watched her stroke herself, had her breathlessly anticipating what he planned next.

He didn’t make her wait. Raising the long black rod in his hand, he whooshed it through the air a few times, as though testing its weight and reaction. The soft swishing sound was a blast straight out of her past. She’d felt the sting of a crop before and enjoyed it, but with Flynn, whom she loved and wanted to please more than anyone she’d ever been with, she had a feeling “enjoy” might be an understatement.

Body quivering in anticipation, her nipples hard, aching peaks, liquid heat pooled between her thighs, so much so, she felt the slickness against her fingertip making it easier for it to dance over her clit. He would know at a glance how much she wanted this.

As if hearing her thoughts, his eyes homed in on her wet center. Knowing he watched made the ache worse. Her hips moved restlessly, and her breathing became erratic, unsure how much longer she could hold off. 

Flynn’s gaze swept up her body to her face. Satisfaction and pride reflected warmly in the small upward tilt of his lips and the glint in his eyes. He moved again, coming to her side and he kissed her. His warm mouth and searching tongue making her forget where they were—almost. No longer blocking her play with his body, she was on full display to the avid eyes peering in through the window.

When a hum of approval rose in the air, she turned her head. Seeing dozens of pairs of avid eyes peering in through the window, she tensed and her breathing ceased.

“Eyes on me, Cassie,” he ordered. As soon as she looked at him, he acted.

With the crop, he drew the long leather rectangle over her breasts, turning it on its edge so it dragged against each nipple. He focused on one, flicking it until it stood up hard like a bullet, then he brought it down flat with a sharp snap, causing her back to bow off the table.

“Keep that finger moving. I didn’t tell you to stop.’’

She hadn’t realized she had. Battling the need to come while screaming his name to the heavens, she opened her legs to their former position, her finger getting busy again.

“That’s it, baby,” he murmured, moving the crop to the other breast. “Add another finger and keep playing until I tell you to do otherwise.”

The flicking started in again, and despite knowing what was coming, she reacted with a guttural moan when the leather first flicked rapidly against the other peak then landed with a decisive smack.

Her body quivered, but she stayed in place, knees to chest and spread wide, although she couldn’t keep her fingers from moving faster, bringing her nearer to the climax her body craved.

“So very hungry,” he murmured softly. “But I haven’t given you permission to come yet, imp. I think you’d better remove your fingers from your pussy and be good.”

She didn’t want to stop, but she did, biting her lip to keep from begging for release. To do so this early in the scene would be disappointing. When she drew her hands away and gripped the edges of the table, she couldn’t miss the pleased look that crossed Flynn’s face. But he said nothing more, resuming with the crop in light taps of the leather end, all over her breasts. Flicking rapidly, he moved over the tops, down the sides, and slapped in an upward motion from beneath, making each mound bounce, which was more sensual torture.

With her arms by her sides, her body tense and her spine bowed, her breasts were plumped up even more. With a hum of approval, Flynn leaned in and took first one tip into his mouth then the other. Sucking and swirling, he moved between the two, ensuring both received equal attention while she panted and tried not to come. 

“Such pretty pink-tipped breasts. I could linger here playing with them all night.”

She would love that but hoped he wouldn’t. She needed more, but lower, about two feet south to be exact. He seemed to agree. Standing, he brought the crop back into play, trailing it down her belly with unbearable slowness until it reached her pussy. She couldn’t help it; her hips rose to meet the leather, an extension of his arm, and of him. 

“Be still, Cassie.”

“I’m trying.”

“Do more than try. Obey me. Do you need to be restrained?”

“Yes, sir!” she said too quickly, making him chuckle.

“So eager for bondage. How could I have ever thought you were vanilla?” He grinned, bringing the crop down with a sharp snap on the neatly trimmed tuft of blonde fluff in front. 

“Flynn!”

“What was that?” he asked, delivering a second thwap.

“Sir, I meant, sir!”

“Much better,” he continued, as if he’d already forgotten the mild correction. “I think it’s because you’re just so damn cute, with those big, baby-blue eyes and pouty lips. Your pink gloss makes me feel like a dirty old man because I want to lick it right off. But mostly, it’s the way you gaze up at me with trust and innocence.”

“As long as you’re the dirty old man licking it off, I wouldn’t mind. Besides, you’re not dirty,” she teased with a grin, not correcting his assertion about being old. 

The crop came down with another smarting sting, but this time on her bare, wet lips making her hiss and shudder all at once.

“Your position is mighty precarious to be a smart-ass.”

“Sorry, sir,” she replied, trying to the use the baby blues he’d mentioned to her advantage, and adding a little pout, for good measure.

“Right,” he drawled, not buying it for a minute. “But you’re forgiven. Now, where was I?”

He stroked the leather over her inner thighs, adding small little taps as he went, not enough to hurt, or even make her pink, although it did nothing to help stave off the orgasm she felt building. All the stimulation, his undivided attention, the tingling aching places where his mouth and her fingers had so recently been, the unceasing teasing of his crop, along with the crowd’s eyes upon her were driving her closer to the point of no return.

The leather moved center, finding the quivering flesh of her splayed pussy where the tapping resumed. At any other time, the splat of wetness would have been mortifying. She didn’t care, not right now, wanting him to get on with whatever he had planned, so long as he let her come, and soon.

“Ah, yes. I was discussing your appearance, which seems all sweetness and light, but I’m discovering that’s not always the case. Something I like, but also regret. I wish I could have been the one to introduce you to the darker pleasures, Cassie.”

“There is much I’ve never tried.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, like half the equipment I saw downstairs on the main floor.”

“You’re doing well with this, so we’ll play there soon. I’d love to see you naked on a cross. Or even better, inverted on the St. Catherine’s wheel. After I use the flogger, I could eat you while you suck my cock. Would you like that?”

“Yes, Flynn, but...”

“Uh, uh, uh,” he said before the crop went splat on her clit.

“I’d like that, Commander!” she cried, correcting her error immediately.

“As would I. Decadence is a place to release your inhibitions and become as adventurous as you want, within our limits. But, tonight, since it’s the first time you’re the star of the show, but also a little skittish”—he angled his head toward the rapt eager faces looking in—“we’ll forego the bondage. And I think I’ll want you to use your hands often, like now.” The crop went away, and he stepped back. “Spread yourself, Cassie. Show me how close you are.”

“I’m about to go off like a rocket, sir. All this stopping and starting and talking and cropping has taken me to the edge.”

“But that would earn you a punishment, so you’ll have to find a way to keep from going over.”

“What do you do, sir?”

“When I want to make it last? I think of diving into the frigid Pacific. Remember the night we met, and how cold it was when I found you floundering in the surf? Think of that when you’re close.”

Her hesitation earned her several crisp swats to the top of her mound, and they didn’t stop until her hands moved to her pussy and she parted herself as he demanded.

“Did I forget to mention you still must do as I say?” His hand on her knees moved her legs farther apart until the cool air against her hot, wet skin told her every inch from pulsing clit to her timid rear hole, was exposed to his avid gaze. “Beautiful,” he murmured appreciatively.

Using the crop once more, but in an entirely different way, he slid the length of the smooth, narrow shaft through her folds. It felt strange gliding between her puffy lips, and the firm pressure on her engorged clit made her condition worse. When the handle bumped against her cheeks, along with the back of his hand, he switched directions, dragging it back through and ending with a tap dead center. Though light, it still made an undeniable splat.

“You’re dripping wet, baby. I can see your desire trickling between your cheeks, and your clit is standing up, eager for attention. Shall I give it some?”

Imagining lying in the icy waves rolling in on Coronado beach wasn’t helping. Afraid to speak, her answer was a guttural, “Uh-huh,” between her gritted teeth.

“Aw, such sweet torture, but you’re doing so well. The reward at the end will be even greater because of it. Part yourself more, and I’ll give you what you want, but I need a nice, big, glistening target.”

Whimpering and longing for release, she did as she was told. As soon as she did, the leather connected not once, not twice, but four times, landing directly on her clit. She cried out, unable to keep from it, “Please, Flynn...sir, may I come now?”

“No,” he replied softly, stopping all stimulation, even pulling her fingers away.

Her eyes shot up to his in surprise. Her man found great pleasure watching her climax and had told her so more than once. As such, he rarely denied her when she asked for it.

“What?” he asked while smiling down at her. “You requested my help and agreed to this bargain. You are not to come without my say. I have this room for another hour, and I intend to use every second to its fullest.”

She moaned in frustration. “I’ll die, I swear I will.”

“Doubtful,” he replied. “You’ve heard of edging, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir, but it never sounded like much fun on the receiving end.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong.”

His fingertips stroked over her smooth lips, and around the inner folds, avoiding her clit, except to flick it once, ever so lightly. The teasing made her want to scream, but she bit her lip instead, fighting against the wave of ecstasy that crested and threatened to pull her over. Her body trembled with the exertion.

“In time, you’ll learn to find joy in the journey, as much as the destination,” Flynn said as he spread kisses along her inner thighs. “You’ll find it’s often better to build it slowly, prolonging the mounting tension, drawing out the moment before you soar into ecstasy, only to have what you so desperately need moved farther away. Then, climb another peak, perhaps sliding back, a time or two, before you reach the summit again. And, when you’re hovering on the edge, waiting for me to send you over, and I deny you once again until you beg me to let you come, you’ll realize having me deep inside you, driving it home at long last, brings you more pleasure than you can imagine.”

Every nerve ending was ready to explode because as he’d spoken, he continued to caress her, demonstrating the edging he artfully described.

“I’ll take your word for it, sir, because this seems more like torture.”

“Sensual torture, erotic pain, sinful pleasure—they’re all much the same, just a matter of degrees and execution.” 

He slid a finger into her pussy, pumping twice before adding another. Then he rotated his hand, rubbing the spot in front, something that was sure to send her hurtling over the top, but as her legs quivered, and sweat broke out on her skin, he slipped out, stopping as abruptly as he’d started. This time, he leaned in and blew over her inflamed skin, the warmth tickling and teasing. 

“You’ll have to accept my word, won’t you? Or suffer the consequences of disobedience. Because that’s how our game goes, isn’t that right?”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, though she sounded anything but compliant, the ache in her clit and needy pussy almost unbearable.

“You want to be a good girl, to please me, don’t you, Cassie? Or would you rather be bad and pay the price I charge?”

“Which girl gets to come faster, sir?”

On the edge of her consciousness, she heard the low laughter of the onlookers just as the crop returned and slapped the tender skin of her inner thighs.

“A good girl,” she cried. “I want to be your good girl, sir. Who pleases you, and makes you lose control, so that you call her name as you come from the pure pleasure she brings you. We can do that more than once in two hours, can’t we? Now, and toward the end, and a couple of times in the middle, let’s say.”

He chuckled. “Nice try, imp, but I’m in charge, and get to say when you come, and how long you must wait.” His long fingers spread her apart, and he brought the leather down on her clit and inner folds in a flurry of light slaps then stepped away. As she struggled for control over her body, she heard the faint sound of a zipper opening.

When she felt him beside her, the head of his cock brushing against her cheek, she opened for him eagerly. He didn’t plunge inside, not Flynn. His control was amazing. Even though he was rigid like steel, the tip wet with the proof of his barely contained desire, he went slow, drawing it out for them both. He slid his length sideways across her lips, the same way he used the crop shaft on her pussy only moments before.

“You can try to hurry me along, pretty sub. Stick out your tongue.”

She did, enjoying the taste of him in the slow side-to-side glide before he turned her head toward him and took her mouth.

“Suck me.” 

His husky voice, rife with undisguised raw need, sent ripples of pleasure coursing through her. As did his hands, one holding her head, his fingers threaded in her hair, while the other swept down her body, over her breasts, pinching her nipples in passing, before moving down her belly and in between her spread legs, where they slid inside.

Finding it hard to focus on sucking, licking, and breathing while fending off a forbidden climax from the steady pump of his fingers and the strum of his thumb over her clit, she whimpered in frustration.

He answered with a groan and a deep thrust, which took him to the back of her throat. It still only encompassed part of his length. Flynn pulled out, leaving her gasping for air as he moved down the table.

“My turn for a taste.”

“I won’t be able to stand it.”

“Try really hard.”

She cried out at the first hot lick of his tongue. When it swept over her engorged clit, her hips came off the table, and her breath caught in her throat. His arm came across her belly, holding her down. In this position, he could also reach her pussy from the top, and he used his fingers to keep her spread open.

“Such a good girl, Cassie-mine, and so responsive, too bad her mean old dominant won’t let her come. Hang on for a few more minutes. We’re almost there.” He said this before his tongue dipped back inside, swirling first around the aching nub then flicking it. Next, his lips closed over it, applying incredible suction.

It was too much, and she exploded, a shock wave of pleasure coursing through her. Breathless, she couldn’t cry out his name, or ask for forgiveness, or make a sound other than pants for air.

When he released her, his head came up, and he grinned. “Such a shame. Now I’ll have to punish you more.”

“You did...that...on purpose,” she gasped.

He winked as he rose to his feet. “Of course, I did. It gives me an excellent excuse to spank your exquisite round ass.” Suddenly, her feet were in the air, and her knees were against her chest, Flynn’s heavy forearm holding them there. “Not that I need one,” he added with a devilish laugh.

The crop smacked smartly on one upraised cheek then the other. He followed them up with countless more of varied force and pace, sometimes little taps in quick succession, or with a harder stroke across the fullest part of her cheek, biting enough to make her cry out, but it wasn’t from pain. On the contrary. She was so turned on, she begged for more. He obliged, swatting every inch of her elevated bottom from the tops of her thighs to the crests of each cheek until it was hot and aching.

Cassie couldn’t help it, the stimulation was too much, and she went over the top, convulsing in a body-shaking, eye-rolling, toe-curling orgasm.

“Gorgeous,” he murmured, thumb sliding into her quivering channel before she stopped coming. “There’s only one problem.” He twisted his hand, two fingers gliding over and pressing on the tight hole in the back. “You didn’t have permission for that one, either. Did you?”

“No, sir, I’m sorry.”

“Ah, baby,” he chuckled. “I seriously doubt that is the truth. But somehow, we’re going to have to get this come-at-will philosophy you have in check.”

Breathing hard as he pumped into both holes at once, building the pressure to another peak, she admitted, “You’re right. I lied. I’m not sorry at all, Commander. That felt wonderful, and it still feels wonderful.”

“I like honesty, Cassie; you know that. And even though confession is good for the soul, it won’t get you out of another punishment. Hold your legs in place,” he ordered gruffly.

She had barely wrapped her arms around the backs of her thighs and pulled them close before she heard a thump, what she assumed was the crop hitting the tile floor. Flynn’s cock rubbed between her slick folds, running the length of her slit, from clit to rear opening. He did this twice, and on the third pass plunged into her pussy at long last. With one hard thrust, he filled her to incredible fullness with his generous cock.

It’s about damn time!

She wanted to scream it, but didn’t, having enough of a grasp on her faculties not to, thank goodness. They slipped the next moment when he moved inside her. “God, yes! Fuck me hard, Flynn,” she cried.

The next instant, her dom’s hand came down on the back of one thigh. “Who’s directing this scene, woman?”

“You, sir,” she gasped. “You’re in command, as always.”

He grunted. “Or that’s what you’d have me believe. I’m a poor excuse for a dom letting you get away with it, but I’m ready to explode. I’ll punish your ass more—later.”

“Yes, please.”

When Flynn laughed outright, several onlookers at the window joined him. She no longer cared, focused only on him plunging into her, over and over. And, as he rocked her world, sending her soaring in seconds past the brink of ecstasy, she grinned up at him, not sorry in the least for disobeying and coming without permission yet again.

“Can you be a good sub, or at least pretend to be for our audience? I’d hate to lose my membership card because I’m suspected of being pussy whipped by my own submissive.”

“I’ll see what I can do, Commander.”

He snorted, at the same time driving into her, his fingers curling into her hips to keep her from sliding up the table, so great was the force of his body moving inside hers. “I don’t care, baby. Tell the world. It will give me more reason to spank you, tie you wide open for me, and to fuck you like this.”

“Not that you need it.”

Repeating his words from earlier, were the last she could manage because his next thrust shook her to her core and a burst of bright light flared before her eyes. She groaned and shuddered as Flynn pumped another few seconds then joined her with a roar of his own. The heat of his release shot deep inside her, and she hoped this time it would take root and bring even more joy into their lives.

Breathless, her muscles like jelly, she let go of her legs, spreading them as he leaned forward, his open mouth finding and sucking hard on a tight nipple. In the mirrors above her, Cassie watched her hands glide up her dominant husband’s muscular back, run over his short hair, and interlock behind his head. With her last bit of energy, she wrapped her legs around his hips, seeing in her reflection how she enveloped him as if she wouldn’t ever let go. And she never planned to.

“I love you so much, Flynn.”

“I love you, too, Cassie.”

“Can we come back next weekend?”

Still watching their reflection, she saw his shoulders shake as he laughed. Then his grinning face was over hers. “Absolutely we can.”

“You’re the best dom ever.”

“No, I’m the worst. You’ve ruined me. If anyone hears about what went down here, they’ll strip me of my dom credentials and drum me out of Decadence permanently. When I should make you pay for defiance and coming repeatedly without permission, all I can do is submit to your demands, so I can get inside you.”

“My ass is on fire, as are the backs of my thighs, and my clit is sore from your evil crop, which proves that isn’t true, sir.”

“You loved every minute.”

“Wasn’t I supposed to?” she deadpanned.

“Baby...”

“I’ll try hard to act as though I hate it next time, Flynn. Because I don’t want you to get thrown out; I want to come back.”

He dropped his head, burying his face in the curve of her neck as he sighed. “I’m glad to hear it, since I’m already planning our next visit. There’s a spanking bench on the main floor with your name on it.” 

Not intimidated by the idea at all, she squeezed him, grinning with happiness. “I’ll miss the mirrors, but I think I’m ready after tonight. Can I ask one little favor?”

His head came up, and after laying a hot, heavy one on her, he asked, “What’s that, imp?”

“Next time, can you use the flogger, or get a room for after? My butt really stings. Your truck’s seats are comfortable, but it’s a long ride back to Coronado. I might have to ride face down in your lap.”

It started out as a chuckle then soared to a full-throated laugh.

Cassie smiled as she watched her husband, the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, not caring who might hear, or if brows were raised because he wasn’t quite what a dom should be. He suited her, and for him, it was only her. They were a perfect match.

She made him happy. And knowing Flynn, as a badass SEAL who had seen enough violence and misery for a lifetime, as a reward for his service and sacrifice, he deserved every drop of joy he could squeeze out of life. Cassie was determined to make that happen. In fact, she’d made it her personal mission.

So far, she was doing a commendable job. She could tell, not only from his uninhibited laughter but from the relaxed weight of his body against hers, and the gleam in his amazing blue-gray eyes.

“Happy?” he asked, making her grin.

“I was just wondering the same about you.”

He gathered her closer, arms flexing to hold her plastered to him from chest to knees. “You never have to wonder about that. With you in my arms, your curves pressed to mine, a contented smile on your kissable lips after you surrendered so beautifully to me and eagerly took whatever I wanted to give you, I’ve found more than happiness, Cassie. You’re my heaven on earth.”

“Oh, Flynn,” she whispered, batting her lashes, trying to hold back the flood of tears, “you’re the sweetest thing ever.” She raised her face for his kiss. “But if you make me cry, I’m going to look like a racoon, I forgot to wear waterproof mascara.” 

“Go ahead and cry. Tracks of tears on your cheeks will help my reputation, especially if you’re gonna call me the sweetest thing ever with the windows wide open.”

She giggled, and Flynn grinned.

Cassie lifted her hand and laid it on his beard-scruffy jaw, her heart aching she loved him so. He bent his head and took her mouth in a tender kiss, neither giving a damn who saw them acting more like infatuated newlyweds than big bad dom and mastered submissive.




Due out 9/26/23...

DARE TO LOVE AGAIN: DECADENCE LA BOOK 3

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0CGQ4GD7Q

In the depths of her pain, she yearned for a healing touch. Will she finally surrender to the one who can bring her back to life?

As she clings to her heart-wrenching past, Esmerelda Spade has been without the protective, quiver-inducing caress of a dom for nearly five years. Though her loneliness only adds to her anguish, this experienced submissive can't seem to find her strength or passion anywhere. Even on her best nights at Decadence LA, Esme simply watches from the sidelines, unable to walk away from the lifestyle she once thrived in or yield to any of the irresistible masters who would gladly have her.

Running the LA branch of Rossi Security leaves Kieran Finnegan no time to train a new submissive, but he’s a man who knows what he wants. After one electrifying scene, he’s convinced Esme is everything he’s been longing for. Through his quiet dominance, skilled touch, and unwavering persistence, Master Finn reminds her how sweet surrender can be. But to claim her as his own, he must break through the walls she has erected around her heart and dare her to love again.

Publisher’s Note: Dare to Love Again, is a standalone, second-chance romance, and book 3 in the Decadence LA series. It has been revised, re-edited, and re-covered. All the books in the series a spicy and contain power exchange and BDSM themes which may be disturbing to some.
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CAPTAIN MY CAPTAIN: Club Decadence, Book 1

https://books2read.com/u/4X0gE1

After nearly two decades serving his country, Special Forces Captain Tony Rossi is home for good and ready to transition to civilian life. With his business affairs in order, he wants to focus on his personal life and reconnect with the unforgettable Megan Sinclair. Their age gap and Cap's tours of duty abroad have forced him to remain distant for far too long. But Megan is all grown up now, and without any barriers in their way, Cap is determined to pursue his heart's every desire.

Megan has loved Tony forever, but she never knew he felt the same. Falling in his lap at a party gives her a chance to prove she's not just a cute kid anymore, but after years of unrequited love, she's hesitant about taking a giant leap with him. Strong, resourceful, and independent, Megan is used to standing on her own two feet. She isn't sure she has what it takes to fully submit to his dominance. If she does, can she find the courage to disclose her most wicked fantasies and join him behind the locked doors of his private kink club?

Before Megan can set foot inside the dungeon at Club Decadence, she finds herself embroiled in a dangerous drug cartel conspiracy. Tony must set aside his plans for their future in order to keep her safe in the present. As their dreams of a happily ever after are threatened, can Tony protect her while proving she was meant to be his all along?

Publisher's Note: Captain My Captain is Book 1 in the Club Decadence series. It has been revised, re-edited, and re-covered. All the books in the series are steamy, suspense-filled romances that contain power exchange, BDSM themes, and scenes with graphic violence, which may be disturbing to some.
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DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND: DARK REFUGE BOOK 1

https://books2read.com/u/brX2Qz

In the wake of her father’s murder, Carina fled her life of luxury. She manages to stay one step ahead of her deranged, duplicitous uncle and Nick Devlin, the gorgeous FBI agent who stole her heart then crushed it. As she struggles to survive and stay out of sight, she soon realizes Nick is her only hope of coming out of her predicament alive.

Nick has been searching for the right woman for a very long time. When Carina turns to him for protection, she succumbs to his devilish charm once again. As his dark side unleashes her wicked desires, he knows deep down that his search is over. All that remains is keeping her safe from the Mob and winning back her trust for good.

Just as Carina starts to believe a new life with Nick is possible, her deadly past and a vengeful Godfather resurface with a chilling demand. There can be no peace, and he won’t rest until more of the family’s blood is spilled.

Publisher’s Note: Devil’s Playground is an extra-long, stand-alone romance in the Dark Refuge series. It contains a hot FBI agent with a protective streak a mile wide. When he gives an official order, he expects to be obeyed. The same as when he plays. If such material offends you, do not buy this book.
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THE BARBARIAN’S CAPTIVE

(Primarian Mates, Book 1)

https://books2read.com/u/ba1yqb

Light years from home, plant biologist Lt. Eva La Croix and her all-female exploration team land on a planet they believe is a perfect substitute for the dying Earth. They are set upon by huge alien hunters, and Eva is captured by the barbarian leader. Tossed over his shoulder, she is carried back to camp and claimed as his own.

Despite her fear, she is captivated by the gorgeous, dominant male with his long, gleaming black hair, smooth bronze skin, and glimmering golden eyes. Expecting her full compliance, he strips her and prepares her for an intimate and very thorough inspection. Horrified, Eva protests, but quickly learns defiance will be met with swift consequences, including a bare-bottom spanking until he proves to her who is in command.

Deemed compatible, she and her teammates are whisked away to the barbarians’ world where they are mated to these powerful men. While pampered and protected, the women are expected to submit to their males’ authority and bear their young. Will Eva learn to adapt to their unusual beliefs and old-fashioned ways? Can she sacrifice her independence and surrender to this dynamic, highly sexual alien male who has conquered her body, and perhaps her heart? Or when escape is imminent, will she flee with the others, never to see him again and feel the rampant desire that now surges through her blood for her compelling barbarian mate?

***
[image: image]


MARSHAL’S LAW

(Jackson Brothers series, Book 1 of 3)

https://books2read.com/u/bz1gpG

When Janelle Prescott is thrown from her car as it careens off a slippery road, she expects to wake up in a hospital. Instead, to her utter disbelief, she wakes up in a jail cell which looks like something from an old western movie set. It is there, hurt and alone, with no idea what happened or how she will get back home, that Janelle first meets Aaron Jackson. As she regains her wits, however, Janelle realizes that something is terribly amiss, and her worst fears are confirmed when she learns that Aaron is the marshal of Cheyenne County, Wyoming...and the year is 1878.

When an injured, apparently addle-headed woman falls into his lap, Aaron takes it upon himself to keep her safe and nurse her back to health. Truth be told, he is instantly attracted to her despite her sharp tongue and her bizarre story—a story which the evidence quickly forces him to accept as genuine. After Aaron takes her under his wing and into his family’s home, the two clash frequently, but Aaron is more than ready to lay down the law...even if that means a good, hard, bare-bottom spanking for this feisty brat from another era.

Having little choice, Janelle must learn how to live as a woman in the Old West, including submitting to the firm-handed marshal who, in spite of everything, seems to have laid claim to her heart.
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TOUGH LOVE 2: DADDY’S GOLDEN RULES

https://books2read.com/u/meK1lE

Krista Evans knows exactly how cruel life can be. When she was twelve, she lost her dad to war. Then her mother disappeared into the bottom of a bottle. Her heart has been broken, her money stolen, and she’s had more than one run-in with the law. What the girl needs is a break. She just can’t seem to catch one. 

Sheriff Samuel Golden is a lonely man with nothing but work to fill his time. When he busts a pretty young blonde in the midst of a theft, he’s tempted by his immediate attraction to her. She’s guilty as sin despite her protests to the contrary, but Sam can sense there’s a lost little girl inside of her who needs to be taught right from wrong. 

In lieu of jail, Sam agrees to take Krista in hand for thirty days for some bare-bottom rehabilitation. But when their obvious chemistry becomes unavoidable, Sam will have to choose: resist the lure of the girl who so desperately needs a stern-yet-loving daddy or banish the ghosts of his past.
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Visit Maddie’s Author Page on Facebook

Join Maddie’s Book Club on Facebook 

Follow Maddie on Twitter

Follow Maddie on Instagram

Visit Maddie’s Website 

Follow Maddie on BookBub

Follow Maddie on TikTok
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Get a FREE Maddie Taylor Romance!

Keep up with author news, get new release updates and cover reveals before anyone else, as well as sneak previews, and lots of giveaways. And, she won’t spam up your inbox. You’ll only get an issue of Maddie Taylor News when there is important information to share.

Subscribe to Maddie’s newsletter ⇨ https://dl.bookfunnel.com/l2b0z0etex
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